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Translating Culture: Denise Bombardier’s Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec 
 
Ann Marie Boulanger 
 
 
Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec, by Denise Bombardier, is a collection of subjective essays about the 
features that make Quebec unique on the North American landscape, and that distinguish it from its 
European counterpart, France. Throughout the book, the author makes reference to French words, grammar 
and language usage, and also employs cultural references that are specific to Quebec and/or France. In this 
thesis, I translate select excerpts from the Dictionnaire. The thesis also examines the factors that might make 
an Anglophone reader less likely to understand these references if they were to be left intact in an English 
translation, with no attendant explanations. Chief among these factors are a lack of French-language 
proficiency and a deficient knowledge of the source culture. It then discusses the methods and strategies that 
I employed in my translation of Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec to address these linguistic and cultural 




Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec, de Denise Bombardier, est un recueil d’essais subjectifs abordant 
diverses particularités qui rendent la Belle Province unique dans le paysage nord-américain et la distingue de 
son homologue européenne, la France. Au fil du livre, l’auteure s’intéresse à la langue française – mots, 
grammaire et usage – et emploie des références culturelles propres au Québec et à la France. Dans le cadre 
de ce mémoire, je traduis des extraits choisis du Dictionnaire. Le mémoire se penche également sur les 
facteurs qui pourraient faire en sorte qu’un lecteur anglophone comprenne moins aisément ces références si 
elles étaient laissées intactes dans une traduction anglaise, sans autres explications. Un manque de maîtrise 
de la langue française et une connaissance insuffisante de la culture d’origine sont deux de ces principaux 
facteurs. La mémoire aborde ensuite les méthodes et les stratégies que j’ai employées dans ma traduction du 
Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec pour relever ces défis linguistiques et culturels, dans une tentative de 
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Translation is by definition interlingual and intercultural,  
it involves both linguistic and cultural transfer; 






Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec, written by acclaimed author and journalist Denise 
Bombardier, and published in 2014, is a sweeping, A-to-Z ode to Quebec. Written in an 
engaging literary style, it is not in fact a dictionary, as the first word in its title would suggest, 
and as the author herself confirms in an interview with Le Huffington Post Québec: “Ceux qui 
pensent que le livre est un simple dictionnaire avec des définitions eh bien, ce n’est pas cela du 
tout” (Bombardier, quoted in Houdassine 2014); rather, it is more of an encyclopedic collection 
of informative essays punctuated with autobiographical elements and personal anecdotes.  
 
The second word in the title, amoureux, describes both the author and the reader. French writer 
and journalist Denis Tillinac, author of Dictionnaire amoureux de la France, from the same 
collection, confirms the labour-of-love aspect involved when a writer is invited to pen a book for 
the celebrated series: “C’est souvent l’un des meilleurs livres de l’auteur, car il n’y parle que de 
ce qu’il aime. Sur la France, en toute modestie, c’était à moi que cela revenait. Ensuite, il faut 
trier dans son grenier intime, oublier le mot dictionnaire pour ne plus penser qu’à amoureux” 
(Tillinac, quoted in Gandillot 2009). Proving herself equal to the task, Bombardier lovingly 
draws a nuanced and oftentimes humorous portrait of her native land—“De A à Z, la journaliste 
au franc parler y dévoile l’amour qu’elle porte à son peuple” (Houdassine 2014)—for readers 
who are similarly enamoured of Quebec. 
  
Finally, the last word in the title, Québec, is self-explanatory. The book is all about la belle 
province, “de la géographie jusqu’à la langue, en passant par l’histoire et les héros” (ibid.), 
written from the author’s perspective, as a means of showcasing to the rest of the world what 
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makes her beloved province so unique. As Bombardier describes it: “C’est un témoignage sur ce 
qui fait nos forces et sur pourquoi on est différent des autres” (ibid.).  
 
For my thesis project, I chose to translate excerpts from Bombardier’s Dictionnaire amoureux du 
Québec for two reasons. First, for the specific translation challenges they represented: The book 
itself, and my chosen thirteen entries in particular, is replete with references that are specific to 
the Québécois and/or French context (henceforth to be understood as meaning French-speaking 
Quebec and France, respectively), which required me, as the translator, to continuously tread the 
line between maintaining the author’s elegant, flowing style and producing a translation that 
reads equally well, but that does not leave the reader mystified by a string of unfamiliar 
references.  
 
In negotiating my translation method, I had to decide whether to take one of the two approaches 
described by Friedrich Schleiermacher: “Either the translator leaves the author in peace as much 
as possible and moves the reader toward him; or he leaves the reader in peace as much as 
possible and moves the writer toward him” (Schleiermacher, 49). This decision between two 
apparently opposing methods of “foreignization” versus “domestication,” concepts expounded 
upon by Antoine Berman (2004) and Lawrence Venuti (2008), required me to make choices 
regarding the level of visibility or invisibility that I would assume as the translator, namely the 
strategies I would use to translate foreign words and concepts for an uninitiated readership, and 
how much these would interrupt the flow of reading. These methods and strategies will be 
discussed further on.  
 
The second reason I chose Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec as my thesis topic is my own love 
of Quebec. As a born-and-bred Montrealer, I am deeply amoureuse du Québec. It is my home. 
As such, I saw the translation of Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec as an opportunity to share 
my passion, and that of Bombardier, with English-speaking readers who are less familiar, or not 
at all familiar, with the subtleties of the province. This potentially even includes Anglophones 
who were born and raised in Quebec, whom Bombardier herself asserts still remain very divided, 
both culturally and linguistically, from Francophones: “Au Québec, nous vivons en parallèle sans 
nous rencontrer. Les artistes francophones sont totalement méconnus des anglophones sauf 
naturellement Céline Dion qui est une star internationale. Et si vous quittez le Québec, le Canada 
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qui est officiellement un pays bilingue ne l’est absolument pas... On ne parle français que dans 
les institutions fédérales” (Bombardier, quoted in Gihousse 2014). My goal, however ambitious, 
was to make my translation of Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec a tool for furthering the 
understanding between the two distinct linguistic and cultural communities that continue to exist 
in this province.  
 
The Dictionnaire amoureux collection 
 
The Dictionnaire amoureux collection, published by French publishing house Plon, was created 
in 2000, under the direction of Jean-Claude Simoën. An editor who went on to become the 
literary director at Plon, Simoën first conceived of the idea for the collection in 1997, while 
editing Dominique Fernandez’s Le Voyage d’Italie, an alphabetical exploration of the artists, 
music, literature, cities and splendours of Italy. Simoën found the title unoriginal and rather 
uninspiring, so when Fernandez suggested the subtitle Dictionnaire amoureux, Simoën 
enthusiastically agreed (Gandillot 2009).  
 
This would eventually inspire Simoën to launch a collection based on the alphabetical dictionary 
format, bringing on board some of France’s most prestigious authors to write volumes for the 
new series, which proved to be a resounding success with the reading public. More than fifteen 
years since it was first introduced, the collection has sold well over one million copies combined 
of its 105 titles published to date. 
 
The key word of the collection—and also the key to its success—is amoureux. Simoën has a 
knack for pairing well-known, knowledgeable and talented authors with subjects of popular 
interest, with impressive results. Stéphane Billerey, an executive at Plon, confirms, “L’alchimie 
du succès, c’est une personnalité reconnue, une belle écriture, et une passion partagée par le plus 
grand nombre” (Billerey, quoted in Artus 2011). Simoën also allows authors to give free rein to 
their subjectivity. What results is a volume of meandering, eloquent and deeply personal essays 
on the numerous facets—people, places, events, music, objects—of a topic that excites the 
writer. Dictionnaires amoureux have been written about several major world religions, 
prominent writers and composers, multiple countries, cities, and regions around the world, and a 
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myriad of subjects in between: cats, hunting, cooking, rock and roll, the opera, Jesus and the 
devil, to name just a few.  
 
The best-selling volume, and in fact the only one to sell over 100,000 copies, has been Bernard 
Pivot’s Dictionnaire amoureux du vin, at more than 140,000 copies sold (Gandillot 2009). As of 
2009, Simoën was continuing to receive five to ten proposals per week for new titles for the 
collection, but he is very particular about which ones he accepts, even going so far as to reject 
book ideas from well-known authors in order to preserve the integrity of his collection: “Alain 
Minc voulait consacrer un dictionnaire à l’économie. Mais peut-on tomber amoureux de 
l’économie? Jérôme Clément, le PDG d’Arte, souhaitait écrire sur la culture, mais c’est un 
champ trop vaste” (ibid.). Conversely, other authors have refused requests to write for the 
collection, some feeling unequal to the daunting proposal. When asked to write about Germany, 
Michel Tournier said: “Je suis beaucoup trop vieux et j’ai l’écriture beaucoup trop rare.” Finding 
the right cobranding—a good name and a good topic—is no easy feat (ibid.).  
 
Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec, the author and critical reception 
 
Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec, by Denise Bombardier, was published by Plon in 
October 2014. The eighty-second book in the Dictionnaire amoureux collection, it is a 
compendium of nearly one hundred short entries arranged in alphabetical order and peppered 
with first-person anecdotes. In it, the author fondly presents her subjective and deeply personal 
interpretation of what makes Quebec and Quebecers tick and what distinguishes them from their 
French cousins: the historical figures and events that shaped them, the food they eat, the 
language they speak, and the people, places, symbols and institutions they hold dear. Of her 
work, she says, “J’y ai mis tout mon amour. Cela veut dire que c’est totalement subjectif. [...] 
J’ai décidé de parler des thèmes qui me sont chers. [...] Je parle de mes rencontres et de toutes les 
personnes que je trouve attachantes. J’ai beaucoup puisé dans mes souvenirs” (Bombardier, 
quoted in Houdassine 2014).  
 
Denise Bombardier was born in the Petite-Patrie neighbourhood of Montreal in 1941. Her father 
was very strict and contemptuous of her devotion to the Catholic religion. Despite being a star 
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pupil, she was forced to drop out of school at the age of sixteen when her father refused to 
continue paying her monthly tuition. She struck out on her own, landing a few acting roles, until 
she returned to school in 1968. She studied political science and joined various political 
movements on the Université de Montréal campus. The passionate articles she penned for the 
student newspaper caught the eye of the head writer on a Radio-Canada television show, who 
offered her a job. She accepted but continued to pursue her university education. After 
completing her Master’s degree, she enrolled at the Sorbonne, in Paris, where she earned a Ph.D. 
with a thesis on foreign policy in France as seen through its television programming (Sauvé n.d.). 
 
Bombardier went on to host the weekly television program Noir sur blanc, which aired from 
1979 to 1983 on Radio-Canada. In doing so, she became the first woman in Quebec to produce 
and host a public affairs program (Sabourin 2012), the first of many that she would helm on 
television and radio over the course of her career. She is also a journalist, editorialist and 
columnist (she currently writes a weekly column for Le Journal de Montréal), essayist and 
prolific author, with some twenty books to her credit. In 2007, she also wrote the lyrics to Céline 
Dion’s song La Diva (ibid.). 
 
In interviews granted at the time of the Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec launch, Bombardier 
makes it very clear that her target audience for the book was the global French-speaking 
population. When asked whether she found it difficult to decide which topics to cover in her 
volume, she replied: “Non, parce que j’avais la conscience que j’écrivais pour toute la 
Francophonie. Il fallait que je touche tout le monde” (Bombardier, quoted in Troadec 2015). 
When one interviewer pointed out that the book steers clear of any controversial subjects despite 
the author’s reputation for speaking her mind, Bombardier retorted, “Le livre est destiné à la 
francophonie. Quand on est avec de la visite, eh bien nos conflits, on les garde pour nous” 
(Bombardier, quoted in Houdassine 2014). 
 
Despite Bombardier’s stated intention of writing Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec for a global 
audience, and while none of her entries are controversial per se, her personal sentiments and 
opinions about Quebec and Quebec society are evident in the text. Running through many of her 
essays like an undercurrent are Bombardier’s well-known nationalist leanings and protectionist 
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attitude toward the French language, not to mention her reverential attachment to the province’s 
Catholic heritage and values, and to a bygone era in general. Depending on which side of the 
Atlantic the critics hailed from, this personal bias earned her mixed reviews for Dictionnaire 
amoureux du Québec. On the one hand, in a review that appeared in the Quebec daily Le Devoir, 
literary critic Christian Desmeules (2014) somewhat harshly takes Bombardier to task for the 
sentimentality and nostalgia she expresses for a society that he asserts no longer exists: 
 
En moins d’une centaine de courts chapitres baignés par une odeur légère d’encens et de 
renfermé, où les rares références culturelles sont le plus souvent datées, ce Dictionnaire 
amoureux du Québec résonne comme un long lamento nostalgique à 
l’endroit d’un Québec qui n’existe plus. [...] L’attachement de la polémiste à l’héritage 
catholique du Québec — de même qu’à certaines de ses valeurs — n’est un secret pour 
personne. Elle oint, asperge, enrobe et moralise avec sa nostalgie du bon parler et son 
catastrophisme. [...] De manière sinueuse, à coups de commentaires moraux disséminés ici et 
là, ce Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec est bien entendu l’expression d’un fascinant et 
complexe rapport amour-haine envers le Québec, « pays plus métaphorique que réel ». Pour 
ajouter à la confusion, le livre s’ouvre sur l’illustration d’une feuille d’érable et se referme sur 
celle d’un castor. Rien n’y fait. 
 
On the other hand, in a post entitled “Les Québécois sont là!” appearing on his blog Les pieds 
dans le plat, French journalist, writer, and literary and food critic Gilles Pudlowski (2015) 
appears to have been utterly charmed by Bombardier’s book, which he describes alternately as 
passionate, smart and funny: 
  
Bref, si vous pensiez connaître le Québec parce que vous avez parcouru l’Estrie, les 
Laurentides, Baie Saint-Paul ou visité Montréal sans omettre l’historique cité de Québec 
elle-même, remisez toutes vos idées au placard et ouvrez le dictionnaire amoureux de Denise 
Bombardier. Amoureux, certes, mais fort lucide. Notre journaliste populaire et cousine du 
Nouveau Monde n’a pas la langue (verte et mûre) dans sa poche. Tout est bon à dire pour 
cette chroniqueuse impénitente qui sait raconter, aimer, se moquer, donner à voir. La lettre 
« Q » qui se prononce « Que » en québécois, New York, grand rivale pas forcément louée, 
Charlevoix et Charlebois, Félix Leclerc et Gilles Vignault sont ici le lieu d’entrées à la fois 
drôlatiques, tendres et savoureuses. Quel joli hommage à la Belle Province que voilà! 
 
Pudlowski’s reaction to Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec is that of an outsider looking in, one 
not privy to the Quebec’s proverbial “dirty laundry” that Bombardier referred to and deliberately 
chose not to air in the writing of her book. So, while Bombardier’s intimate portrait of her 
beloved province will likely—and justifiably—seem favourably biased to the reader who was 
born and raised in Quebec, the intended reader is not, in fact, Québécois, as Desmeules (2014) 
7 
 
reminds us: “On se sent même un peu voyeur, avant de se rappeler que ce livre, en effet, ne 
s’adresse pas à nous.”  
 
On the question of bias, Bombardier is the first to admit that, like all other volumes in the 
Dictionnaire amoureux series, hers is a highly personal work, and one that she wrote as a means 
of promoting a deeper understanding of Quebec by the larger Francophonie, and by the French, 
in particular. In an interview with Béatrix de l’Aulnoit (2018) of France’s Marie Claire 
magazine, Bombardier describes her motivation for writing Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec:  
 
C’est un cri du cœur. Un plaidoyer pour les Québecois [sic], leur anti-conformisme, leur 
bonne humeur, leurs créateurs actifs et très dynamiques. [...] Les Québécois ne pensent pas 
comme les Français. Ce dictionnaire amoureux devrait permettre à tous ceux et celles qui le 




2. Theoretical framework 
Declarative and procedural knowledge 
 
Translation is inherently a problem-solving or decision-making process. According to the article 
on the subject in the Routledge Encyclopedia of Translation Studies, “in order to solve a 
problem, a human being must basically possess two types of knowledge: [...] declarative 
knowledge (knowing what) and procedural knowledge (knowing how)” (Wilss 1998, 57).  
  
On the one hand, the declarative knowledge—“pool of stored knowledge and experience” (ibid.) 
that a person holds in their memory—that qualifies me to translate Dictionnaire amoureux du 
Québec is my background as a native Quebecer who was born to a Francophone father and an 
Anglophone mother, both also born in Quebec. While I was raised speaking English at home, 
I have always been fluently bilingual, living all my life straddling the divide between the 
American-influenced, yet unique Anglo-Quebec culture in which I was raised, and the vibrantly 
distinct French-Québécois culture. While my media consumption (television, radio, movies, 
books, newspapers, magazines) has always been predominantly in English, I was also always 
keenly aware of Québécois cultural phenomena playing out in the background of my everyday 
life. As André Lefevere and Susan Bassnett (1990, 11) succinctly sum up: “Since languages 
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express cultures, translators should be bicultural, not bilingual.” On the other hand, the 
procedural knowledge—ability to discern in which situations one “must apply which operative 
moves to attain the desired goal” (Wilss 1998, 57)—that I bring to the task of translating 
Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec stems from my formal university education in translation and 
translation studies, and my nearly twenty-year career as a professional translator.  
 
In translating Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec, I chose to combine my declarative knowledge 
with my procedural knowledge to address the challenges presented by rendering 
Québécois/French references into English in a manner that makes them accessible and 
understandable to an English-speaking audience. For the purposes of this analysis, I considered 
these references to be any element of the text that refers to a phenomenon specific to the 
Québécois and/or French culture or context, and/or to the French language and that, without a 
minimum knowledge of the latter, would be incomprehensible to an Anglophone reader. 
I identified two broad categories of challenges in the source text: 1) the use of French words, and 
references to French grammar and language usage (linguistic challenges); and 2) the use of 
references specific to the Québécois and/or French context (people, places, objects, 
literary/historical references, etc.) (cultural challenges).  
Skopos and readership 
 
Before I could begin the task of translating Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec, however, I first 
had to identify what Chris Shei (2005, 313) states are the four key elements of any translation 
process: the purpose, or skopos, of the target text; the readership of the target text; the overall 
method for the translation; and the translation strategies used. The word skopos, from the Greek 
meaning aim, purpose or target, was applied to the theory developed in the late 1970s by Hans 
Vermeer that “reflects a general shift from predominantly linguistic and rather formal translation 
theories to a more functionally and socioculturally oriented concept of translation” (Schäffner 
2009, 235). Under skopos theory, two translation-related factors are highlighted as being key, 
namely, the culture of the target audience, and the intended function of the text in the culture of 
those readers. In short, the skopos of a translation is its purpose, which must be identified before 
the translation is started, and it is that purpose that ultimately determines the method and 




During my translation process, I addressed Shei’s first two steps, that is, determining the skopos 
and defining the readership of the target text, almost simultaneously. Since I did not have a 
translation brief or even a specific publisher in mind to guide my work, I decided that I would 
approach the translation as a book broadly intended to provide more information about Quebec 
(skopos) to curious and interested English-speaking audiences (readership). On a micro level, 
this audience would be English-speakers living in Quebec and would progress upward and 
outward in reach to English-speakers living in the rest of Canada, through to the macro level of 
English-speakers living anywhere in the world.  
 
Language proficiency of readership 
  
Before I could address the first category of challenges in my translation (linguistic challenges), 
however, I first had to consider my readers’ level of understanding of the French language, given 
that Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec is filled with references to French words and instances of 
French-language usage.  
 
Starting at the macro, or international, level of my target readership, the Organisation 
internationale de la Francophonie states that French was the fifth most spoken language in the 
world in 2014 (after Mandarin, English, Spanish, Arabic and Hindi), with 274 million speakers. 
Of these, 212 million are “born and bred” in French, “that is to say they use French on an 
everyday basis, even if contexts vary greatly as the language, learnt during childhood, is acquired 
earlier or later and used often or less so” (Wolff 2014, 3, 5). While this may sound like a large 
number of people, compared to the world population of 7.2 billion in 2014, native French 
speakers and speakers of French as a learned language (my emphasis) represent a mere 3.8%—
a drop in the bucket. I therefore assumed that the chances were slim that an English-speaking 
reader living abroad who picked up my translation would have anything beyond a rudimentary 
proficiency in French, or indeed any knowledge of the language at all. Because, after all, one can 
also assume that when a person reads a book in translation—if they choose to or even have the 
opportunity to do so at all, since “in America and the United Kingdom, translations only 
constitute 3 percent of publications” (Fitzpatrick 2016)—it is generally because they do not have 




At the intermediate level, I operated on the assumption that most English-speaking readers 
outside of Quebec, but within the rest of Canada, would have only a functional knowledge of 
French, or even no knowledge at all. Despite the fact that the 2016 Canadian Census (Statistics 
Canada 2017) shows that bilingualism in Canada reached an all-time high of 17.9% in 2016, the 
fact remains that almost 82% of Canadians, or more than 28.8 million people, do not speak 
French. Moreover, it was found that “over 60% of the growth of the bilingual population is 
attributable to Quebec” (ibid.), meaning that the number of French speakers in the rest of Canada 
is increasing at a substantially slower rate than in Quebec. Taking this one step further, while 
almost 18% of people in this country self-report as being bilingual, the Census data (ibid.) reveal 
that only 10.3% of Canadians outside of Quebec are able to conduct a conversation in French.  
 
At the micro level of my readership, I assumed that most Anglophones living in Quebec would 
fare substantially better than their Canadian counterparts in terms of being able to understand the 
references to French words and French-language usage in Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec. 
I made this determination based on the fact that, if they were not already exposed to French at 
home due to any number of different circumstances (having a French-speaking parent, 
grandparent(s), caregiver, etc.), Anglophones who attended English schools in Quebec after the 
mid-1960s began receiving formal French instruction starting in kindergarten. In some cases, 
their exposure to the language started even before one year of age, in the daycare setting. 
Therefore, many Anglophone Quebecers are likely to recognize and understand the references 
that Bombardier makes to French words and terms, such as the fleurdelisée and la belle province. 
They would also probably have little trouble understanding her references to French grammar 
and usage by virtue of having learned French in a formal setting from such a young age. As for 
older Anglophones, however, their education pre-dates the introduction of French-immersion 
programs in Quebec in the mid-1960s, when “Anglophone parents started becoming concerned 
that their children were not learning French well enough in an English school” (Barmania 2017). 
These Quebecers grew up during a time when Anglophones and the English language dominated 
the business world in Quebec, and there was little interest in or need to learn French in order to 
be assured of career advancement opportunities. It is therefore plausible that Bombardier’s 
French-language references might be lost on them. As a category, English-only speakers in 
Quebec account for 4.6% of the total population, or 372,450 people (Statistics Canada 2016)—
not a significant number, but a group that nonetheless merited consideration in my translation 
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process. Hence my overarching assumption that my readers at all three levels (macro, 
intermediate, micro) would be unilingual English speakers with little to no understanding of 
French or the conventions of that language.  
 
Cultural knowledge of readership 
 
As Shei mentions (2005, 313), culture is a key consideration in determining the intended 
function, or skopos, of the translation in the target context. Therefore, at the same time as 
I considered my readers’ presumed level of French-language proficiency, I also had to consider 
their cultural knowledge. This is because, alongside many instances of French words used as 
such and French-language usage, Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec also contains numerous 
references specific to the Québécois and/or French context, which represent my second category 
of translation challenges. As such, I had to account for the crucial aspect of the cultural 
framework within which my English-speaking target audience would receive my translation, as 
this would guide my choice of translation methods and strategies moving forward. Translation 
theorist Susan Bassnett sums up the importance of the translator taking into account the culture 
of their readership with this elegant analogy: “In the same way that the surgeon, operating on the 
heart, cannot neglect the body that surrounds it, so the translator treats the text in isolation from 
the culture at his or her peril” (2014, 25).  
 
While the field of translation studies has been marked by the development of numerous trends, 
theories and approaches since it first emerged in the 1970s, underpinning all of the research has 
been “an emphasis on cultural aspects of translation, on the contexts within which translation 
occurs” (ibid., 3). Bassnett’s tidy comparison between heart surgery and translation essentially 
describes a mindset that was enabled and supported by a pivotal shift in the field of translation 
studies referred to as “the cultural turn,” a term coined by Mary Snell-Hornby in her chapter in 
Translation, History and Culture, the seminal collection of essays edited by Bassnett and 
Lefevere in 1990, to describe “the move from translation as text to translation as culture and 
politics” (Munday 2012, 192). The cultural turn in translation studies, put forward by 
Snell-Hornby and taken up by Bassnett and Lefevere “as a metaphor” (ibid.) for this cultural 
shift, ushered in a new era in the discipline of translation studies. Within this translation 
movement, the focus moved beyond the linguistic theories that had traditionally framed 
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translation studies to translating within the framework of the source and target cultures, with the 
goal being to understand “the interaction between translation and culture [and] the way in which 
culture impacts and constrains translation” (Bassnett and Lefevere 1990, 11). Ultimately, the aim 
was to improve the “readability” of translated texts. This is achieved by the translator 
consciously accounting for the knowledge and cultural background that the reader brings to the 
experience of reading a translation, rather than simply translating the words on the page as a 
purely linguistic, or mechanical, operation.  
 
In her chapter “From Ouèredéare to Soçaurez: Translating the English of Jacques Ferron,” 
appearing in Culture in Transit: Translating the Literature of Quebec, literary translator Betty 
Bednarski describes the responsibility that a translator feels toward their reader, as well as the 
sense of concern for the latter’s understanding of the target text that permeates the act of 
translating: “The translator is obliged to look ahead—more consciously, perhaps, than any other 
writer—to the reception of the text” (1995, 120). Therefore, my broad working assumption in 
terms of the receiving culture of my English-speaking readers was that the latter had little to no 
knowledge of the Franco-Québécois culture. This is most likely the case at the macro level of 
Anglophones living abroad, to whom even the culture of Canada is potentially foreign, let alone 
the distinct culture of Quebec, Canada’s only majority French-speaking province. I also 
extrapolated this assumption to Anglophones living in the rest of Canada. However, Gordon 
McIvor, former president of the Alliance Française Toronto and well-known advocate for 
bilingualism, postulates that this is beginning to change (2012): “More and more Canadians have 
been learning French and the beauty of the French-Canadian culture, and breaking down the 
anachronistic concept of ‘two solitudes.’” The term “two solitudes” comes from Hugh 
MacLennan’s 1945 novel of the same name and refers to the troubled relationship between 
English- and French-speaking Canadians, and their perceived lack of communication and even 
lack of will for communication (McGill-Queen’s University Press n.d.).  
 
As for Anglophones in Quebec, they exist within an unusual dynamic. According to the federal 
government, while English is the principal language of North America, the Anglophones in 
Quebec, who “live primarily in the Montréal area, but are also found in small but dynamic 
communities across the province” (Government of Canada 2013), are nevertheless in a minority 
situation. They are vastly outnumbered by French-speaking Québécois who, over the centuries, 
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have forged a culture as unique as it is distinct from that anywhere else on the North American 
continent, “richly endowed by its aboriginal history and [by] the strong ties it has maintained 
with the European and American civilizations that helped shape it. At the same time, as the only 
majority French-speaking society in North America, Quebec has a deeply felt attachment to its 
own culture, the symbol of its identity” (Gouvernement du Québec 2018). Yet, as strong and as 
vibrant as this Franco-Québécois culture is, it appears to exist alongside that of the 
Anglo-Quebec culture, almost as though in parallel universes—cohabiting the same space, but 
seldom meeting or intersecting.  
 
This point is clearly illustrated in an interview that La Presse columnist Marc Cassivi conducted 
with Terry DiMonte, long-running host of the morning show on Montreal’s CHOM-FM radio 
station and an Anglo-Quebec cultural icon in his own right. When Cassivi asks DiMonte how 
Quebec has evolved in the 32 years since he’s been in radio, DiMonte replies: “I think things 
have improved. The majority of Anglophones who stayed—because several left in the 70s—
remained because they feel at home here. We do not feel foreign in Québec.” Cassivi goes on to 
say, “And yet, despite thirty years at the helm of a popular morning show in Montreal, you’re 
still not very well known among Francophones. There’s still a cultural divide...,” to which 
DiMonte answers, “Of course. This is understandable. My Ontario or Alberta friends also ask 
me, ‘Who are these stars at the ADISQ gala?’” (Cassivi 2016).  
 
What DiMonte is referencing is Quebec’s star système, the insular, “tight-knit group of 
celebrities” (Woods 2016) who play instrumental roles in helping the province’s culture to 
survive and thrive through their work in television, radio and film, and, in many cases, across all 
three media. Yet, while the A-listers who inhabit the star système are household names to almost 
all Québécois, the vast majority are virtual unknowns to Anglophones in the province. In a 2013 
article in Le Journal de Montréal entitled “‘Who is Marie-Mai ?’ Les Anglos connaissent peu la 
culture populaire québécoise,” columnist Anne-Lovely Étienne writes that an informal survey 
conducted by the French-language daily reveals a staggering ignorance of Quebec stars by 
Anglophone Montrealers: “Les anglophones de Montréal connaissent toujours aussi mal la 
culture populaire québécoise. Nos vedettes les plus connues, Guy A. Lepage, Jean-René Dufort 
ou même Marie-Mai, pourraient vivre dans un anonymat parfait dans les rues du West Island. 
[...] Selon l’enquête, les chouchous des Québécois sont presque ignorés des anglophones de 
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souche.” In the same article, Jack Jedwab, Executive Vice-President of the Association for 
Canadian Studies, is cited as attributing this knowledge gap to the fact that members of 
Montreal’s Anglophone community, while mostly bilingual, almost exclusively consume North 
American cultural products, which are dominated by the English language. As mentioned 
previously, this was certainly my own personal experience—and that of all my peers—growing 
up as an Anglophone Quebecer. Going one step further, a 2012 CROP-L’actualité-98.5 FM 
survey of 560 English-speaking Quebecers revealed that, “la moitié des anglophones n’ont 
jamais eu de conversation « significative » avec un francophone – jamais de leur vie !” (Lisée 
2012). What’s more, in addition to their sheer lack of cultural knowledge, certain Quebec 
Anglophones would appear to harbour outright resentment toward French and the Quebec culture 
itself, a fact that prominent Montreal businessman and philanthropist Mitch Garber deplores: 
“The refusal of some members of my Jewish and Anglophone community to learn and live in 
French is embarrassing” (Garber, quoted in Arsenault 2016).  
 
So, while Gordon McIvor posits that the invisible, yet omnipresent wall that divides Canada’s 
“two solitudes” is slowing beginning to crumble, the fact remains that there is still a yawning 
cultural gulf between Anglophones and Francophones in this country, as well as in this province. 
It is for that reason that I based my translation method and strategies for Dictionnaire amoureux 
du Québec on the wide-ranging assumption that even most Anglophone Quebecers would be 




Having determined my readers’ level of French-language proficiency and the extent of their 
knowledge of the Québécois and/or French cultural context, my next step was to decide on my 
overall approach to the translation. In their 2002 article in the journal Meta, entitled “Translation 
Techniques Revisited: A Dynamic and Functionalist Approach,” Lucía Molina and Amparo 
Hurtado Albir suggest that a significant amount of confusion exists surrounding the correct 
nomenclature for the categories used to analyze translations, such as translation method, 
strategies, procedures, techniques, etc. They cite Vinay and Darbelnet’s ground-breaking 1958 
work Stylistique comparée du français et de l’anglais as “the first classification of translation 
techniques that had a clear methodological purpose” (499). Other translation theorists followed 
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in Vinay and Darbelnet’s footsteps, proposing their own systems of classification for the 
techniques that translators use to negotiate situations of structural, lexical, or morphological 
differences between the source and target languages that make direct or literal translation 
impossible. These theorists included Bible translators Eugene A. Nida, Jean-Claude Margot and 
Charles R. Taber, many of whose categories overlap with or are similar to those proposed by 
Vinay and Darbelnet, adding to the confusion. Regardless of which terms are used, however, the 
theorists all agree that the translator must first decide on their overall approach to the translated 
text, which will determine the direction of the translation as a whole, and then identify the steps 
they will take to address the individual translation challenges encountered.  
 
For the purposes of this analysis, I chose to adopt the terminology proposed by Molina and Albir, 
that is, “Translation method refers to the way a particular translation process is carried out in 
terms of the translator’s objective, i.e., a global option that affects the whole text” (2002, 507) 
and “strategies are the procedures (conscious or unconscious, verbal or nonverbal) used by the 
translator to solve problems that emerge when carrying out the translation process with a 
particular objective in mind” (508). While Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec is not a work of 
fiction, it is nevertheless written in a literary style. In deciding on my translation method, 
I determined that I would obviously preserve the literary nature of the author’s writing by 
adopting an idiomatic (free) translation approach, as opposed to a literal (faithful) one. In other 
words, at the broadest level, I would translate “sense-for-sense” rather than “word-for-word,” to 
use the terms coined during Antiquity by St. Jerome and Cicero, respectively.  
 
Since the previously stated skopos of the translation of Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec is to 
provide more information about Quebec to curious and interested English-speaking audiences, 
the “sense-for-sense” method, which, by the early fifteenth century, “had been accepted by 
almost everyone as the only orthodox approach to a foreign text” (Robinson 1998, 126), seemed 
the only logical way to proceed to ensure that Anglophones could read and understand the 
translation with a minimum of effort. One example of this sense-for-sense approach in my 
translation is my rendering of Bombardier’s sentence “Les jeunes tutoient les vieux qui par 
ailleurs tutoient tous ceux qui leur disent tu” (Tutoiement, 26), which I translated as “Young 
people use tu when speaking to their elders, who give it right back to them” (Familiar tu form of 
address, 58). A word-for-word translation of the second part of the sentence would have been 
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much longer, and sounded much more awkward and even redundant to the Anglophone reader: 
“Young people use tu when speaking to their elders, who, in turn, use tu to refer to anyone who 
addresses them as tu,” hence my decision to render it with a concise, idiomatic translation in 
English.  
 
Another aspect I had to consider in choosing my translation method was which side of the 
domestication versus foreignization fence I would come down on. As Venuti (2008, 14) reminds 
us: “Translation is not an untroubled communication of a foreign text, but an interpretation that 
is always limited by its address to specific audiences and by the cultural or institutional situations 
where the translated text is intended to circulate and function.” As previously stated, I had 
determined that my audience would be mostly unilingual English speakers with little to no 
knowledge of the Québécois and/or French context. Yet, I was faced with a book that was loaded 
with French words and expressions used as such, and Québécois/French cultural references. To 
quote Venuti: “What to do? Why and how do I translate?” (15). I had to decide how much 
“violence” I would wreak on the source text, a concept that Venuti defines as “the reconstitution 
of the foreign text in accordance with values, beliefs, and representations that preexist it in the 
translating language and culture” (14). Do I domesticate the text, minimizing or even completely 
eliminating its French-ness, in an attempt to achieve what Nida calls a “naturalness of 
expression” (1964, 159), or a fluent translation? Do I, as Schleiermacher says, “leave the reader 
in peace as much as possible” (2004, 49), removing all obstacles they would stumble over, 
effacing all unfamiliar elements that would draw their attention to the fact that they are reading a 
translation? Or, do I “leave the author in peace as much as possible” (ibid.) by foreignizing the 
text? By leaving the alien-looking French elements in my translation, thereby making it glaringly 
obvious to my audience that they are reading a translation of a book written in another language, 
in another cultural context?  
 
In the end, my decision landed somewhere in the middle of the spectrum, between the two 
black-and-white extremes of domestication and foreignization. In the vast majority of cases, 
I decided to leave the linguistic and cultural references in my translation, but with numerous 
concessions to my readers, in the form of translator’s notes and explicitations, as I will explain in 
the next sections. In writing about how he dealt with a Latin adage contained in a German novel 
that he translated into English, Michael Henry Heim perfectly sums up my position: “Leaving it 
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in Latin would have constituted foreignization, while translating it and omitting the original 
would have constituted a degree of domestication I was unwilling to embrace” (2013, 85). By the 
same token, I could not in good conscience leave the French in my translation without providing 
some sort of explanations to facilitate my readers’ understanding. However, nor could I 
completely eliminate the French by translating it into English, at the risk of committing an 
unacceptable act of violence against the source author, text and, indeed, culture.  
  
3. Translation challenges and strategies 
 
Having determined my overall translation method, my next task was to identify and apply 
individual strategies for resolving the translation challenges I encountered in Dictionnaire 
amoureux du Québec, which, as mentioned previously, I had divided into two categories: 
1) linguistic challenges, and 2) cultural challenges.  
 
Category 1: Linguistic challenges 
 
In the instances where Bombardier explicitly refers to French-language usage, I decided that 
there was no question of translating her references into English, as this would have obviated the 
meaning of the original text. This raised the spectre of untranslatability. Christine Durieux states 
that the definitions of untranslatability “évoquent la non-coïncidence des champs sémantiques 
couverts par les mots du vocabulaire entre deux langues” (2010, 24). Therefore, I had to ask 
myself: Is it even possible to talk about aspects of the French language that, in many cases, have 
no grammatical equivalence in English, without using the French words themselves? My answer 
to this question was no. So, when it came to rendering Bombardier’s passages about French 
grammar and language usage, I felt that my only acceptable strategy was to leave the French 




Whether located within the text itself (textual) or outside of the main body of the text 
(extratextual), translator’s notes are commonly intended to provide clarification and to introduce 
encyclopedic or linguistic information into the target text to which readers would not otherwise 
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be privy. The ways of indicating the presence of a translator’s note vary, from adding 
information in parentheses after a textual element, which I will discuss further on, to inserting a 
superscripted letter or number that directs the reader to an endnote or a footnote, as was my 
strategy for dealing with Bombardier’s references to French-language usage.  
 
Whatever typographical decision is made, the fact remains that translator’s notes disrupt the 
linearity of the translated text, distracting the reader’s eye and train of thought, and drawing 
attention to the fact that information has been added that was not present in the original text. As a 
strategy, the use of translator’s notes, and particularly footnotes, is highly contested and divisive 
among translators, critics and theorists alike, seen by some as an acceptable means of adding this 
supplementary information and by others as a lazy solution employed by incompetent translators. 
This quote by Albert Bensoussan illustrates the latter viewpoint:  
 
Redisons qu’en matière de traduction la note en bas de page, outre qu’elle gêne la 
lecture, est surtout jugée comme un aveu de faiblesse ou d’échec. Le texte doit se 
présenter au lecteur en parfaite lisibilité, sans nul écran, sans l’intervention active du 
traducteur qui n’est jamais meilleur que lorsqu’il est effacé, absent (apparemment) au 
texte (1995, 99). 
  
What Bensoussan is describing is the translator’s invisibility, or the traditional position that the 
translator should be neither seen nor heard, but rather should endeavour to make their translation 
as fluent as possible, abstaining from any intervention in the text, whether in the form of 
translator’s notes or otherwise. This was typically achieved by “domesticating” the translation, or 
eliminating all traces of the foreign language and culture present in the original text, lest they (or 
the explanatory notes they would require) be met with resistance by readers in the receiving 
culture. Venuti calls for a change to this practice, one that would still result in a fluent, or 
readable, translation, but that would not seek to suppress the “foreignness” of the source text: 
“The aim is [...] to develop a theory and practice of translation that resists dominant values in the 
receiving culture so as to signify the linguistic and cultural differences of the foreign text” (2008, 
18). In other words, readers should know they are reading a translation of a work originally 
written in a foreign (other) language, within the framework of a foreign (other) culture, and not 
simply a book produced in the target (their own) context, according to the values of the target 




While there is no denying that the translator’s note has long been a hot-button topic in the field 
of translation studies, Pascale Sardin states that “c’est probablement quand elle remplit une 
fonction exégétique que la note du traducteur apparaît dans son usage le plus répandu, et aussi le 
moins controversé” (2007, 3). In fulfilling this exegetical, or explanatory, function, the 
translator’s note adds information intended to bridge a lexicultural gap between the source-text 
reader and the target-text reader. In other words, it provides background information to the 
target-text reader that would be implicit and understandable to a reader of the original because it 
is part of their language and/or culture. This explanatory application of the translator’s note, 
while not necessarily seen as an ideal translation practice, is considered acceptable because of 
the objective, factual nature of the information presented in the note. Where controversy arises is 
when the translator uses the note as a means of subjectively interpreting the source text, 
consequently introducing meaning that was not present in the original work, transforming the 
note into what Jacques Derrida describes as “un dangereux supplément” (5). Nida, Taber and 
Margot refer to this as illegitimate paraphrasing, when source text items are made explicit in the 
target text, which they “agree is not the translator’s job as it may introduce subjectivity” (Molina 
and Albir 2002, 503). 
 
The deciding criterion in my use of footnotes versus parenthetical notes to address the 
Category 1 challenges, where the author is discussing grammatical constructions that would be 
unfamiliar to a reader with no prior knowledge of the French language, was the degree of 
complexity of the explanation required and the potential resulting awkwardness of a translation 
for the target audience. During this decision-making process, I found the test proposed by Heim 
to be very helpful: 
  
When supplementing the text to clarify differences in everyday life [...] or to insert 
bits of historical or literary information [...], translators can perform a small 
experiment to ensure that their modified text does not deform the original. If they 
translate the modified text and insert it into the original, it must ring true: the 
explanation must not sound like an explanation of a phenomenon that members of the 
source culture take for granted (2013, 88).  
 
Based on this test, I concluded that relatively lengthy expositions on French-language usage 
would have been out of place, not to mention completely unnecessary, had they appeared in the 
original French text, intended for French-speaking readers, hence my decision to include them in 
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footnotes for my English-speaking readers. This decision is supported by Carmen Buendía: “The 
translator uses this tool [footnotes] to include information he or she considers to be of interest or 
importance to the reader, but which, for one reason or another, cannot be included in the main 
text” (2013, 150). While the foreignizing strategy of leaving the French words for linguistic and 
cultural references untouched in the English translation and adding explanatory footnotes 
admittedly disrupts the fluency of the text, it also avoids potential comprehension problems 
related to leaving ambiguous elements in the translation.  
 
Examples of instances where I used footnotes to explain Bombardier’s references to French 
grammar and language usage can be found in the Avant-propos/Foreword, where she writes, “Et 
ce n’est pas la langue avec son accent coloré, ses néologismes (bancs de neige, poudrerie), ses 
anglicismes (prendre une marche, calque de l’expression anglaise take a walk, c’est-à-dire 
« faire une promenade ») qui crée la distance...” (2). To support my translation (“It’s not the 
language, with its colourful accent and its invented words, like bancs de neige and poudrerie, or 
its anglicisms, like prendre une marche, that creates distance...” (41-42)), I felt that footnotes 
were the only viable option to explain to the reader, first, why bancs de neige and poudrerie are 
neologisms and, second, why prendre une marche is a calque of an English expression and not, 
in fact, a grammatically correct French saying. In the latter case, I made the decision to 
transplant information that Bombardier herself provides directly in the text (“calque de 
l’expression anglaise take a walk, c’est-à-dire « faire une promenade »”) into my footnote, since 
I obviously could not, as Bednarski says, “replicate the texture of differentiation that results 
when English actually occurs alongside French” in a translation that is written in English (1995, 
112). 
 
Another similar example includes Bombardier’s mention of the syntax error l’homme que je 
marche avec, appearing in the entry on Accent (4). Again, I opted to leave the French in my 
translation and add an explanatory footnote (“Literally, ‘the man I am walking with,’ instead of 
the more correct l’homme avec qui je marche, or ‘the man with whom I am walking’” (43)), 
since there was no way to illustrate an error in the French without leaving it in its original 
language. However, since the syntax of the phrase and, by extension, the faulty syntax, happen to 
be the same in both French and English (l’homme que je marche avec = the man I am walking 
with (improper syntax); and l’homme avec qui je marche = the man with whom I am walking 
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(correct syntax)), the information in my footnote provided a neat explanation of the problem to 
the English-speaking reader.  
 
Bombardier also dedicates an entire entry to the practice of tutoiement, or the act of addressing 
someone with the French informal, singular, second-person subject pronoun tu. While tu can be 
compared to vous, the other singular form of the second-person subject pronoun, in terms of 
number, the level of formality of the two words is drastically different. Moreover, this distinction 
between tu and vous (which are both French equivalents of the second-person singular “you” in 
English), and consequently, the concept of tutoiement, simply does not exist in the English 
language. As translation scholar and linguist Vladimir Ivir reminds us, “Faced with an element of 
the source culture which is absent from the target culture, the translator relies on different 
procedures that enable him to convey to members of the target culture the content of that 
particular element” (1987, 37). To facilitate comprehension by a unilingual English reader who 
likely has no idea that two different forms of “you” exist in French, let alone that they can be 
used to denote various levels of familiarity with the person to whom one is speaking, I decided 
that foreignization was the best course of action. This consisted in leaving the instances of tu and 
vous in French to illustrate the distinction, and in providing an initial explanation of the 
difference between the two in a footnote (“‘Tu’ or ‘toi’ rather than ‘vous’ for the singular subject 
pronoun ‘you’ is a form of address that is more familiar or intimate, used by certain groups and 
in certain settings (55)). In this case, Molina and Albir (2002, 502) say that Nida would consider 
the footnote to be an adjustment technique, to be used as a solution “when no equivalence exists 
in the target language (in order) to correct linguistic and cultural differences.”  
 
There are two other examples in the same entry where I also used footnotes to explain the 
difference between the informal and formal tu and vous forms. These are where Bombardier 
writes about “des ‘Sens-toi bien à l’aise’ ou des ‘Tu t’appelles comment ?’” (24), which 
I translated as “choruses of ‘Sens-toi bien à l’aise’ and ‘Tu t’appelles comment?’” (55), and 
“C’est plus difficile de dire ‘Mangez donc de la marde’ que ‘Mange donc de la marde’” (26), 
which I translated as “‘Mange donc de la marde’ rolls off the tongue much better than ‘Mangez 
donc de la marde’” (56). In both cases, I left the French phrases in my translation and explained 
the grammatical distinctions for my Anglophone readers in footnotes, since translating them 
would have eliminated the vehicle used to illustrate the contrasting forms of the second-person 
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pronoun, a concept that does not exist in English. After all, a literal translation that reads “‘Eat 
shit’ rolls off the tongue much better than ‘Eat shit’” would have been redundant and therefore 
ineffective in rendering Bombardier’s message!  
 
Parentheses 
As mentioned earlier, the use of parentheses constitutes a form of intratextual translator’s note 
used to provide explanations to the reader. As Buendía reminds us, “There are other notes, such 
as explanatory ones, that hardly cause more than a slight deviation from the text. In fact, these 
types of notes could easily form part of the text with the addition of parentheses or dashes” 
(2013, 161). Having already used several footnotes in my translation, I decided that, in several 
specific instances, adding explanatory information in parentheses would be a less disruptive and 
more efficient solution for my reader. In particular, these are the places where Bombardier lists 
names of Quebec beers (Bière/Beer), names of coves (Île d’Anticosti/Anticosti Island), and book 
titles (throughout), as well as one instance of dialogue that took place in French 
(Tutoiement/Familiar tu form of address). For the purpose of the remainder of this analysis, the 
explanations that I added to my translations for my readers’ benefit are indicated in bold for 
emphasis. 
 
In the case of the beer names, my translation reads: 
“Beers were baptized L’eau bénite (“Holy Water”), La Maudite (“The Damned”), 
La Fleurdelisée (for fleur-de-lis, the stylized lily that is the emblem of Quebec), 
and Le don de Dieu (“Gift of God,” also the name of explorer Samuel de 
Champlain’s ship), all references to Quebec’s religious heritage. Other 
microbreweries upped the ante with Le trou du diable (“The Devil’s Hole”) and 
Dominus Vobiscum (Latin for “The Lord be with you”)” (49).  
 
In most cases, I provided a simple translation of the French beer names to illustrate Bombardier’s 
point that they refer to aspects of Quebec’s religious heritage, a fact that would be lost on readers 
with no relevant cultural background. In the case of La Fleurdelisée and Le don de Dieu, I also 
added explicitations to explain additional layers of information that would be implicit to a French 
reader. In the former case, this meant explaining that the fleur-de-lis is both a lily and the 
emblem of Quebec, and in the latter case, it involved not only translating don de Dieu, but also 
specifying that “Don de Dieu (Gift of God) was the name of the ship that Samuel de Champlain 
sailed on his mission to explore and discover the vast and perilous land of America in the name 
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of the King of France” (Unibroue.ca n.d.). My decision to add this supplementary information 
was based on the fact that the beer label features an image of the ship in question. 
 
I applied the same strategy for the names of the coves that Bombardier lists in her entry on 
Anticosti Island, translating the sentence as: “Its evocatively named anses, or coves—Anse de la 
Sauvagesse (Savage Woman’s Cove), Anse à la Vache-qui-pisse (Pissing Cow’s Cove), and 
Anse aux Ivrognes (Drunkards’ Cove)…” (46). Since she prefaces her list with the phrase “Ses 
anses aux noms évocateurs,” I felt compelled to translate the names for unilingual Anglophone 
readers, to whom nothing about them would be evocative without an accompanying 
explicitation! 
 
Throughout Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec, Bombardier also cites several book titles. While 
some of them have official translations, notably the titles of the Gabrielle Roy novels, 
I nevertheless chose to leave in the French titles, accompanied by the English translation in 
parentheses, for example, La Détresse et l’Enchantement (translated into English as 
Enchantment and Sorrow: The Autobiography of Gabrielle Roy) (69). This is because, as 
Maurizio Viezzi states, “Titles are indicators. They provide information about the cultural 
products themselves, about the period to which they belong, about the linguacultural system in 
which they are produced or for which they are destined” (2011, 185). I wanted to be certain that 
my readers were aware that French was the original language of production of the Gabrielle Roy 
titles, as well as the other works cited. Replacing the French titles with English ones, even 
official translations, might have led to the presumption that the authors cited wrote in English, 
not to mention that it would have hindered a curious reader’s search for the original book titles.  
 
Finally, in the entry on Tutoiement, Bombardier describes an interaction between François 
Mitterand and a socialist activist: “I still recall French President François Mitterrand’s retort to a 
socialist activist who dared ask, ‘Camarade, on se tutoie?’ (‘Comrade, shall we switch to tu?’): 
a formal ‘Si vous voulez’ (‘If you wish’) that landed with a deafening thud” (56). As explained 
earlier, English does not distinguish between two different forms of the second-person pronoun 
“you.” As such, I needed to insert explanatory information for the reader to illustrate both the 
familiar, casual nature of the militant’s request, and the stiff, formal tone of Mitterand’s reply. 
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Since I had already used three footnotes in that particular entry, I opted for the parentheses as a 
less distracting way of providing this information to the reader. 
Category 2: Cultural challenges 
 
In dealing with the second category of translation challenges in Dictionnaire amoureux du 
Québec, the use of references specific to the Québécois and/or French context, I had to return to 
my baseline assumption that my readers would have little knowledge of the latter. Therefore, in 
translating these references, I had to identify strategies that would preserve the references made 
in the source text, yet make them accessible and understandable to the English-speaking 
target-text reader. On this matter, Vermeer (1992, 45) reminds us: “Translation never is (as 
comparative linguistics may be said to employ) a transcoding of a source text into a target 
language.” In other words, the translator cannot simply translate the author’s words verbatim 
without considering the culture of the receiving audience.  
 
Footnotes   
 
There are several examples in Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec where Bombardier refers to 
concepts that would be recognizable to French-speaking readers with a cultural grounding in 
Quebec or France, but that are likely to be lost on a unilingual English-speaking audience with 
no such cultural background. In these cases, she does not provide any accompanying explanation 
for the terms, but rather assumes that her readers know what she is talking about by virtue of 
their implicit knowledge gleaned from their cultural context. Faced with these challenges, I once 
again decided on a foreignizing strategy of leaving the French words in my translation, but 
adding the accompanying explanation in a footnote, since inserting the supplemental information 
directly into the translation would surely have earned me a failing grade on Heim’s 
aforementioned test (“the explanation must not sound like an explanation of a phenomenon that 
members of the source culture take for granted” (2013, 88)).  
 
One such example is in the Avant-propos/Foreword, where Bombardier refers to “les héritiers du 
Québec d’hier, les « de souche », comme certains osent encore se définir...” (3). In my 
translation, I chose to render this as “the heirs of the Quebec of yesteryear, the Québécois de 
souche, as some still dare to call themselves” (42), accompanied by an explanatory footnote to 
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Québécois de souche, which reads: “A controversial expression meaning ‘old stock Quebecers,’ 
referring to the belief that Francophone Quebecers share physical, historical, and social traits and 
ties with their French colonist ancestors.” When deciding to add this information, I hesitated over 
using the word “controversial,” which certainly adds an element of subjectivity and 
interpretation to the text, and risks crossing the line into “dangereux supplément” or “illegitimate 
paraphrasing” territory. However, as Elena Gueorguieva-Steenhoute (2012, 12) says about the 
translator’s note: “Elle n’est pas neutre non plus : le traducteur présente les informations sous un 
éclairage qui reflète sa vision, le regard qu’il porte sur les réalités auxquelles la note se réfère.” 
The expression de souche, used to describe Quebecers who descend from the French settlers of 
New France, has become a loaded term over the years. While certain of these Quebecers use the 
term proudly to boast of their pure-laine ancestry and, by extension, their believed genetic and 
cultural superiority over fellow citizens of different ethnic backgrounds, others see it as an 
offensive, xenophobic and outdated term in a province that prides itself on welcoming 
immigrants from diverse races, cultures and walks of life. Moreover, its opponents would like to 
see it removed from the common usage, “parce que ceux qui s’attachent à cette expression 
refusent simplement de voir que le monde change et que les populations évoluent constamment” 
(Déry 2016). As a person of mixed cultural and linguistic heritage whose ancestors on both sides 
have lived in Quebec for several generations, I and my Anglophone sensibilities are somewhat 
rankled by the expression de souche, hence my decision to refer to it as “controversial” in my 
footnote, a choice made “sous un éclairage qui reflète ?ma? vision,” as stated in Gueorguieva-
Steenhoute (ibid.). On the one hand, I acknowledge that it was a subjective addition that could 
lead the reader to make assumptions about the contentious nature of a term that they might 
otherwise have considered innocuous. On the other hand, I do not feel it was excessively 
overstepping the boundaries of the translator’s presumed neutrality, given the phrase that 
immediately follows de souche in Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec. Of the term, Bombardier 
herself writes “comme certains osent encore se définir” (3), or “as some still dare to call 
themselves” (42) (my emphasis), which I believe, in and of itself, would indicate an element of 
controversy to the reader. To illustrate this point, Buendía (2013, 157) writes, “To a certain 
extent, they (footnotes) do not add anything that was not implicit in the source text and that was 




Another example where I used a footnote to explain a concept that would otherwise be 
unfamiliar to an English-speaking reader is the entry for Cabane au Canada. As I explained in 
my footnote (52), in the Quebec cultural context, a cabane au Canada is a log cabin that is 
typically built on the shores of an isolated lake, deep in the woods, away from civilization. Over 
the decades, the cabane au Canada has become mythologized by Quebecers seeking a tranquil 
haven from their busy urban lives, despite the fact that log cabins are neither part of the Quebec 
tradition (“Tout le monde croit, à tort, que l’architecture en bois rond est une tradition 
québécoise, bien ancrée dans nos gènes. Or, mis à part le camp de bûcherons vite fait, sombre et 
impossible à chauffer, les Québécois ne faisaient pas dans le bois rond” (Diotte 2009)), nor even 
very common in the province. It would seem the romanticized view of the rustic log cabin has 
even made its way across the Atlantic, having been immortalized in a 1948 song written by 
Louis Gasté and performed by his wife, French singer Line Renaud, entitled “Ma Cabane au 
Canada” (“Ma cabane au Canada / Tant que tu y resteras / Ce sera le paradis / Mon chéri / À quoi 
bon chercher ailleurs / Je sais bien que le bonheur / Il est là, dans ma cabane au Canada”). As a 
concept, however, the cabane au Canada is virtually unknown outside of Quebec and France. 
According to Margot, this would qualify as an “essential difference”—an item that is unknown 
by the target culture—that justifies cultural adaptation, and “he (Margot) includes footnotes as an 
aid to cultural adaptation” (Molina and Albir 2002, 503). Since Bombardier chose to write the 
entry for Cabane au Canada in the form of a first-person narrative, I decided that adding the 
explanatory information directly in the text, either in parentheses or as a paraphrase, would have 




There are several other examples in Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec where Bombardier uses 
French words in isolation to refer to cultural phenomena, with no accompanying explanations for 
her readers. In these cases, I opted against using footnotes, as their overuse can be a major 
distraction to the reader, causing them to constantly trip over tiny superscripted numbers that 
disrupt their attention. In her article entitled “Representation of Character in Translation: Helen 
Fielding’s Bridget Jones’s Diary,” Irena Ragaišienė (2006, 178) quotes literary translator 
Charles E. Landers, who points out that footnotes can be an effective means of bridging the gap 
between the source-language and the target-language cultures, but also cautions against their 
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overuse, and especially their use in the absence of footnotes in the original: “Footnotes break the 
flow, disturbing the continuity by drawing the eye, albeit briefly, away from the text to a piece of 
information that, however, useful, is still a disrupter of the ‘willing suspension of disbelief’” 
(2001, 93). Therefore, in these cases, I opted for the strategy of explicitation.  
 
Elisabet Titik Murtisari defines explicitation as “a shift in translation from what is implicit in the 
source text to what is explicit in the target text” (2016, 64). The concept of explicitation appears 
to have originated with Vinay and Darbelnet in their previously cited influential work Stylistique 
comparée du français et de l'anglais, in which the two scholars defined it as a “procédé qui 
consiste à introduire dans LA [langue d’arrivée] des précisions qui restent implicites dans LD 
[langue de départ], mais qui se dégagent du contexte ou de la situation” (ibid., 67). Vinay and 
Darbelnet also refer to the information added through the process of explicitation as a “gain,” 
whose intention is “the spelling out of pragmatic meanings to cater to the readership” (ibid.). In 
other words, an explicitation is where a translator adds information into their translation for the 
benefit of the target-text reader in places where such information did not exist in the source text, 
and, furthermore, would not have been needed by the source text reader due to the latter’s 
pre-existing, or implicit, knowledge. This supports Shoshana Blum-Kulka’s explicitation 
hypothesis, which “broadly states that a translation will be more explicit than a corresponding 
non-translation, which may be either the source text or a parallel text in the target language” 
(Pym 2005, 2).  
 
Following on from the work done by Vinay and Darbelnet, Eugene Nida developed the concept 
of “techniques of adjustment,” of which “addition” refers to the insertion of elements “which 
may legitimately be incorporated into a translation” (1964, 226-227). One of the types of 
additions that Nida identifies is “amplification from implicit to explicit status,” which Murtisari 
describes as “explication of meaning derivable from context, which may be related to the text’s 
socio-cultural context, in order to enhance readability or to avoid misunderstanding when there is 
ambiguity” (2016, 67). It was precisely this misunderstanding by my readers that I sought to 
avoid by making clear in my translation information that Bombardier chose to omit from her 




A predominant type of Category 2 challenges encountered in Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec 
was proper nouns—names used for individual people or organizations. Given the 
above-mentioned assumption of my unilingual readers’ limited knowledge of the source culture, 
I decided that explicitation was the best course of action in translating these references. 
 
People. What follows are some examples of Bombardier’s references to people’s names, along 
with my corresponding translations: “comte de Bougainville” (Accent, 5) / “naval officer and 
explorer Count Louis-Antoine de Bougainville” (43); “Claude Gauthier” (Bière, 13) / 
“singer-songwriter Claude Gauthier” (48); “Julien Duvivier” (Bleuets, 16) / “French director 
Julien Duvivier” (50); “Félix Leclerc” (Cabane au Canada, 19) / “French-Canadian 
singer-songwriter, writer and actor Félix Leclerc” (52); “le président Mitterrand” (Tutoiement, 
26) / “French President François Mitterrand” (56); “gouverneur de l’époque, Montmagny (Fête 
nationale, 31) / “then-governor, Charles de Montmagny” (58); and “Fernand Dumont” 
(Révolution tranquille, 43) / “prominent Quebec sociologist, philosopher, theologian and poet 
Fernand Dumont (67).  
 
Organizations. I employed the same strategy of explicitation in dealing with Bombardier’s 
references to organizations or institutions that would likely be unknown to an Anglophone reader 
due to the latter’s lack of implicit knowledge. These include: “Parti québécois” (Bière, 14) / 
“nationalist political party, the Parti Québécois”  (49); “Unibroue, une entreprise québécoise” 
(Bière, 14) / “Unibroue, a Quebec-based brewery” (49); “l’Union des artists” (Bleuets, 15) / 
“Quebec-based artists’ union, the Union des artistes (50). 
 
Bombardier also makes several literary references in her book, on the subject of which Heim 
writes: “Literary references to the source culture represent a [...] challenge for the translator, [...] 
because they assume knowledge taken for granted by the writer. Any works or authors that a 
serious writer cites will have a metaphoric resonance for the source culture, whereas for the 
target culture they may be just so many disembodied titles or names” (2013, 86). This was 
certainly the case in Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec. Based on my previous assumptions, 
I feared that these references would have been lost on my readers, hence my decision to assist 
them by providing some supplementary information in my translation. In her entry on Accent, 
Bombardier refers to the accent of people from Saguenay–Lac Saint-Jean, “le pays de Maria 
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Chapdelaine” (6). Maria Chapdelaine, written in 1913 by expatriate Frenchman Louis Hémon, is 
a love story set in Saguenay–Lac Saint-Jean against a backdrop of family, Church and rural life. 
It is described by publisher Pierre Filion as an “iconic, powerful, universal novel [that] has 
become the single most essential piece of Quebec literature” (Government of Canada 2015). In 
the source text, Bombardier refers simply to the character of Maria Chapdelaine, on the 
assumption that her readers will know who she is talking about and will be able to extrapolate 
her reference to Hémon’s novel. However, to most Anglophones, this reference would be no 
more than a “disembodied name,” since, despite being translated into more than 25 languages, 
including English, Maria Chapdelaine is likely unfamiliar to an English-speaker, or at least one 
who has never taken a course in Quebec literature! I therefore chose to add mostly unobtrusive 
information to my translation to make it more accessible to my readers, rendering it as: “land of 
Maria Chapdelaine, protagonist of the novel of the same name” (44).  
 
Another example of a literary reference can be found in Bombardier’s entry on Bleuets, in which 
she likens the inhabitants of the Saguenay–Lac Saint-Jean region to modern-day equivalents of 
two well-known characters from literature: “Ils ont la passion d’eux-mêmes et ils entretiennent 
leur singularité quitte à jouer les Cyrano ou les Figaro de la modernité québécoise” (17). Cyrano 
de Bergerac actually existed and was the inspiration for the 1897 play of the same name written 
by Edmond Rostand, and Figaro was a central character in the 1786 opera The Marriage of 
Figaro, by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. Although Cyrano is from French literature, Figaro was 
brought to life by Austrian composer Mozart and made famous in the world of Italian opera. 
Both are characters who are likely to be recognized by an English-speaking audience. What risks 
going over readers’ heads, however, is why Bombardier chose Cyrano and Figaro as examples 
that personify the nature of Saguenay–Lac Saint-Jean citizens. For this reason, I chose to add 
information about Cyrano and Figaro to point out how they are similar to the bleuets in their 
bravado that nonetheless disguises a lack of self-confidence and a feeling of inferiority. Thus, the 
source text was rendered as: “They have a rather inflated opinion of themselves and, at the risk 
of being seen as Quebec’s modern-day Cyranos or Figaros—those literary characters known 
for their larger-than-life, overly confident personalities that nevertheless hide 
insecurities—they like to believe there’s no one else quite like them” (51). In adding this 
information, I allow my readers to understand what about the bleuets makes them the equivalent 
of Quebec’s modern-day Cyranos or Figaros, thereby achieving what Nida calls a dynamic (or 
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functional) equivalence, or the “quality of a translation in which the message of the original text 
has been so transported into the receptor language that the response of the receptor is essentially 
like that of the original receptors” (1964, 200).  
 
These are all examples of what Blum-Kulka first identified as pragmatic or optional 
explicitations, which “typically occur when a translator needs to add linguistic material in order 
to explain a concept specific to the source culture” (Becher 2010, 3). As Kinga Klaudy points out 
in the Routledge Encyclopedia of Translation Studies, “For example, names of villages and 
rivers, or of items of food and drink which are well known to the source language community 
may mean nothing to the target language audience” (1998, 83). In fact, Bombardier refers to two 
particular food items specific to the Québécois/French context, which I felt required a pragmatic 
explicitation in order to bring them closer to the reader: hachis parmentier and pouding chômeur.  
 
In Cuisine traditionnelle (La), Bombardier describes pâté chinois, the popular layered dish of 
ground beef, canned creamed corn and mashed potatoes that was declared the national dish of 
Quebec following a survey of about 500 people conducted by Le Devoir in November 2007 
(Deglise 2007). She states: “Cela s’inspire du shepherd pie ?sic? anglais, du hachis parmentier 
français, et [...]” (53). To most English-speaking readers, especially those raised in the 
Anglo-Saxon tradition, the reference to the classic British comfort food shepherd’s pie would be 
instantly relatable. This is less likely to be the case, however, with hachis parmentier, a dish 
from French cuisine. To aid in my readers’ comprehension, I made the decision to list the 
ingredients in hachis parmentier in the text as a pragmatic explicitation, to illustrate its similarity 
to shepherd’s pie: “Inspired by the British shepherd’s pie and the French hachis parmentier, a 
dish made with mashed potato, minced meat and onion gravy...” (72). 
 
Also in Cuisine traditionnelle (La), Bombardier lists desserts worthy of accompanying the hearty 
dishes of Québécois cuisine. First on her list is “Du pouding chômeur, [...]” (55), the iconic 
Québécois dessert consisting of a basic white cake batter baked in a pool of hot syrup or caramel 
made from brown sugar or maple syrup. Once again, the name of the dish likely needs no 
explanation for a French-speaking reader, and while the source text author follows up with a 
description of the dessert, it is doubtful that anyone outside of Quebec with no knowledge of the 
provincial culture would be familiar with the sweet confection, let alone the meaning of the word 
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chômeur. I therefore decided to leave the name of the dessert in French, but to insert a translation 
of the term to illustrate its humble nature, which, “legend has it [...] was created by factory 
workers during the Great Depression, women making do with few ingredients, including butter, 
flour, milk and eggs” (Elton 2014). As such, the translation, with the pragmatic explicitation, 
reads as follows: “These include pouding chômeur, literally, ‘unemployed man’s’ or ‘poor 
man’s’ pudding, [...]” (73). 
 
There are two other notable examples of instances where I chose to leave the French terms for 
references to the Québécois context. In doing so, I felt compelled to provide a pragmatic 
explicitation for my readers, a situation described by Ray Ellenwood in his chapter in Culture in 
Transit, entitled “Translating ‘québécisme’ in Jacques Ferron’s Le Ciel du Québec”: “Once I had 
made my decision to use the French names, I could not avoid giving some sort of explanation of 
them to my English reader. I prefer not to use footnotes. The only solution I could see was to 
include some hints in the text itself [...]” (1995, 108).  
 
The first example is in Cabane au Canada (Ma), where Bombardier describes seeing her future 
log cabin for the first time, in the Upper Mauricie region, outside of La Tuque, a pulp and paper 
town, “et jadis de coureurs des bois et de draveurs” (19). Coureurs des bois is an historical term 
used to refer to the itinerant, unlicensed fur traders of New France in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, who “played an important role in the European exploration of the continent 
and in establishing trading contacts with Indigenous peoples” (Wien 2006). While the term is 
likely to be familiar to Anglophone Canadians, since coureurs des bois and their role in the fur 
trade are topics taught in Quebec’s high school History and Citizenship Education program 
(Gouvernement du Québec 2018, 75) and in Canadian history and social studies curricula across 
Canada, a reader without such an historical background might not understand coureurs des bois 
as a standalone French term. For clarification purposes, therefore, I decided to add an 
explanation of the term, such that my translation reads: “[...] once the domain of log drivers and 
the unlicensed fur traders known as the coureurs des bois, or ‘wood-runners’” (52). 
 
The second example is in Fête nationale (La), where Bombardier writes “Le fleurdelisé claque 
au vent [...]” (33). The word fleurdelisé is likely to be completely foreign to an English-speaking 
non-Quebecer and, based on my initial assumption, some Anglophone Quebecers might even 
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struggle to understand the word. I therefore decided to use pragmatic explicitation to add several 
layers of information that Bombardier assumes her French-speaking readers would be able to 
infer from one word, namely that the fleudelisé is: 1) a flag, 2) the flag of Quebec, 3) named for 
the fleurs-de-lys featured on it (which is further clarified by the addition of the translation 
“lilies”). My translation therefore reads: “The flag of Quebec, called the fleurdelisé for the four 
fleurs-de-lys or lilies that adorn it, may flap in the breeze [...]” (59). It is my belief that this 
added contextual information is essential, because without it the meaning would be lost on an 




While the appeal of a neat and tidy translation, unencumbered by footnotes or parentheses, is 
undeniable, I decided that this approach was simply not feasible in my translation. Dictionnaire 
amoureux du Québec is rife with references to French-language usage, as well as people, places, 
objects and events specific to Quebec. In writing her book, Bombardier naturally assumed that 
her Francophone readers would possess the language skills and the cultural background required 
to understand these references without the need for further elaboration on her part. However, 
once I had determined that this was likely not the case with my readers, I felt a professional and 
moral obligation to produce a work that would not leave them with more unanswered than 
answered questions. After all, I had also made the assumption that English-speaking readers who 
chose to read Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec in translation would have done so because they 
were curious about the province and wanted to learn more about its “inner psyche,” so to speak. 
To have left all of Bombardier’s references in French with no attendant explanations or 
explicitations would have been a grave disservice to my readers, who would be lost amidst a sea 
of foreign-sounding words and references. And to have translated them into English, erasing all 
traces of the French-ness that makes Quebec unique, would have been a betrayal of the author, 
and indeed the province itself. For, after all, what makes Quebec distinct if not its use of the 
French language?  
  
So, while it is my personal opinion that these paratextual concessions are somewhat less than 
esthetically pleasing and tend to interrupt the flow of the text, I believe they are nonetheless 
necessary to allow the reader not only to understand the words on the page, but also the cultural 
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and/or historic context that surrounds them, since, as Gueorguieva-Steenhoute states: “La 
rédaction de la note du traducteur n’est pas anodine; elle participe de cette deuxième visée 
d’institution d’un savoir plus ample que celui nécessaire à l’intelligence du texte” (2012, 12). 
In the current context where the “two solitudes” appear to still be very much alive and well, the 
fact that an Anglophone, and especially one in the rest of Canada or in Quebec, would feel 
compelled to pick up Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec in translation is already to be 
commended. Therefore, I felt a responsibility to my readers to bridge the historic, cultural and 
linguistic divide between Anglophones and Francophones in this country and in this province by 
giving them a complete reading experience that did not leave them more perplexed than when 
they started. If the only means of achieving this was through the use of footnotes and 
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II. Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec in translation 
 
1. Notes on style 
 
As a preface solely intended for the readers of this thesis, I have outlined below the stylistic 
choices made in my translation of Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec.   
 
Despite the Canadian government policy to the contrary, I decided to write Quebec and Montreal 
without an accent, as I felt that the amount of French left in the translation was already 
significant enough for my readers. I did not want to distract and overwhelm them with yet 
another foreign element. Furthermore, many English-language media outlets, for example, CTV 
News, CBC News, and The Montreal Gazette, tend to write Montreal and Quebec without an 
accent.  
 
Similarly, I have anglicized toponyms (e.g., Quebec City, St. Lawrence River, Vauréal Falls), as 
well as certain institution names (University of Montreal, Laval University, etc.) and names of 
government departments (Ministry of Natural Resources and Wildlife, Ministry of Education) for 
the same reason as cited above.  
 
Canadian spelling is used throughout. Years are written in numeric format (e.g., 1970), centuries 
are written out in full (e.g., nineteenth century), and numbers are also written out (e.g., two 
hundred kilometres). For emphasis, French words are indicated in italics and English words in 
quotation marks. Contractions have been used for readability (e.g., it’s, won’t, can’t).  
 
Finally, the English entries are presented in alphabetical order, as they would be in a published 
work. To facilitate the comparison of the two texts, the original French text has been reordered to 




2. English translation of Dictionnaire amoureux du Québec 
 
Foreword  
As a country, Quebec is more metaphorical than it is real. Not once, but twice—in the 
referenda of 1980 and 1995—Quebecers rejected the opportunity offered to them to become a 
legally recognized country. In shedding the yoke of religion with a speed never before seen in 
the history of a people, Quebec lost one half of its identity. French Canadians, as they referred to 
themselves until the 1960s, identified as Catholics and as French speakers. In a span of fifteen 
years, religious observance collapsed and the churches that remained standing—many having 
been converted (pun intended) into apartments for non-believers—began to draw so-called new 
Quebecers, devoutly Catholic immigrants from beyond our borders. 
 While our oversized geography makes up for our short history, we are forever conjuring 
up the spectre of capital-H History in our societal debates. After all, our motto is Je me souviens, 
or “I remember.” It’s even emblazoned on our license plates. According to Quebec’s outspoken 
poet Gaston Miron, the choice of our official motto was driven by one thing: the fact that we do 
not remember anything. Many members of the younger generation are quick to get their hackles 
up at the mere mention of the word “history,” viewing it as a terribly nostalgic roadblock to 
progress.  
 The majestic St. Lawrence River, glorious wide-open spaces, frigid winter, countless 
lakes, vast untamed wilderness, extreme temperatures and isolation are all elements that shaped 
our ancestors, the habitants, the independent landowners in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 
New France who built the country with their blood, sweat and icy tears. 
 The Quebec of today is no longer immune to the woes that plague the rest of the planet. 
Its shifting identity has resulted in a profound sense of unease. The language barrier, its seawall 
against the overwhelming Anglo-Saxon and North American tide, is slowly crumbling (can it 
even remain standing?) under the onslaught of global culture. 
 Francophones are lured to Quebec by the belief that its use of the French language makes 
it familiar territory. Little do they know they’re walking into a trap, which makes the culture 
shock they experience on their arrival even more brutal. It’s not the language, with its colourful 
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accent and its invented words, like bancs de neige and poudrerie1, or its anglicisms, like prendre 
une marche2, that creates distance, but rather fear of the outside world. The boundless spaces, 
harsh climate, brief history of the continent, and proximity to the United States are all factors that 
define Quebecers by inscribing them with a profound American-ness. 
 Quebecers don’t think the same way as the French do. Their language—coarser, harsher, 
and more succinct—conveys a different belief system. The geography is a reflection of the 
people’s mindset; the French language, a protective barrier, reflects a minority way of thinking. 
Quebecers aren’t known for their arrogance, pretension or superiority; spontaneity, naïveté and a 
childlike enthusiasm are more their way. They don’t sweat the details which, to foreigners, 
makes them very curious North Americans, indeed. 
 Quebecers aren’t conquerors, imperialists or tyrants. The long Catholic tradition, forged 
by the heavy hand of the Church, left them vulnerable. They’re quick to feel guilt, and rather 
than stand up for themselves or rock the boat, they can more often be heard apologizing. They’re 
gripped with bursts of enthusiasm, flashes of regret and an almost obsessive impulse to laugh. In 
fact, Quebec boasts more comedians per capita than anywhere else in the Western world. It’s 
possible that their good humour, nonconformist attitude, simple ways and jocularity are a 
smokescreen for a sense of anxiety and concern for their collective future. The sustainability of 
Quebec as a French-speaking entity in the northeastern corner of North America will never be 
guaranteed. Whether consciously or not, the heirs of the Quebec of yesteryear, the Québécois de 
souche3, as some still dare to call themselves despite the prevailing climate of political 
correctness, have always been and remain terrified of disappearing, taking with them the cultural 
“anomaly” that is Quebec within the Americas. 
  
                                                     
1 These words for “snowbank” and “blowing snow” are specific to Quebec and French Canada. The words in common usage in 
France and Europe are “congère” and “chasse-neige” (Usito.com). 
2 A literal translation of the English expression “take a walk,” instead of the more grammatically correct faire une promenade. 
3 A controversial expression meaning “old stock Quebecers,” referring to the belief that Francophone Quebecers share physical, 




Believing he was paying me a compliment, a French senator once said to me, 
“Mademoiselle, I must congratulate you. You’re the first Canadian I’ve met who doesn’t have an 
accent.” I think if I’d been black, he would have said to me, “Mademoiselle, I must congratulate 
you. You’re the first black person I’ve met who’s practically white.” That was a few decades 
ago, mind you. 
  Things have changed since then, if only thanks to the existence of the Francophonie, the 
peoples and communities around the world with French as their mother tongue, with its range of 
accents as numerous as they are colourful. “You don’t have much of an accent.” This comment, 
tinged with obvious disappointment, is one that I hear often in France. My usual answer is, “It all 
depends who I’m talking to and what time of day it is.” To the French, our “accent” no doubt 
also includes swear words, neologisms, anglicisms and errors of syntax like l’homme que je 
marche avec4—in short, the slangy language incomprehensible to the rest of the Francophonie, 
which forces producers to subtitle their movies. 
 Under the French regime in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, travellers arriving 
in Quebec City or Montreal remarked on the quality of the French spoken by the habitants. 
“A French purer than that spoken in any other province of France,” wrote the Swede Pehr Kalm 
in 1749. In 1757, naval officer and explorer Count Louis-Antoine de Bougainville stated that 
“the accent of the settlers of New France is as fine as that heard in Paris,” despite the fact that 
many settlers didn’t even know how to write. Everything seemed to change after the French 
Revolution, according to language experts. The increasingly powerful middle class began 
imposing its language—a highly refined language characteristic of a cultured upbringing—to the 
extent that foreign visitors (mainly French) to Canada in the nineteenth century had another 
opinion entirely of the Canadian accent. The comparison with the Parisian accent no longer held 
water. Instead, the French spoken in Canada was categorically described as provincial, coarse 
and heavy. Cut off from France since the Conquest, the settlers had in fact succeeded in 
preserving their language, while in the motherland, the spoken language was shaped by the 
cultural diktats of the bourgeoisie, namely the Académie française, or French Academy, the 
                                                     




watchdog of the French language that would enshrine proper usage in its dictionary over the 
centuries. 
 According to Quebecers, it’s the French who have an accent. When a Quebecer speaks 
“proper” French, he’s suspected of being French or of trying to imitate a Frenchman and, in all 
cases, of being a snob. Thanks to the prevailing current of political correctness, Quebec men who 
speak elegantly are at least no longer accused of sounding like a fairy (homosexual), which was 
the case for far too long. 
 The differences in accents from one region to another throughout Quebec aren’t as 
pronounced as those found between the north and the south of France. The Montreal accent, 
tinged with an English lilt, always draws comments from non-residents of the city, sheltered to 
some extent from the Anglophone influence, so much so that, contrary to popular belief, many of 
them do not speak English and have no exposure to the English-language media. 
 The Montrealer in me can easily pick out a resident of Quebec City or someone from 
Saguenay–Lac Saint-Jean, land of Maria Chapdelaine, protagonist of the novel of the same 
name, based on their accent, which has preserved its particular cadence since the eighteenth 
century. The accent of the Magdalen Islands, so typical and harmonious to our ears, has been 
shaped by the Acadian dialect, as many islanders have Acadian roots. The same applies to 
Gaspesians, who share a border with New Brunswick, whose northern reaches are largely 
populated by Acadians. 
 What creates problems for Francophones in the rest of the world is their inability to 
understand what they call the “Quebec accent,” which is actually a soft pronunciation that drops 
the final syllables from certain words. We say vinaig instead of vinaigre, minis instead of 
ministre, trèf instead of trèfle, nationalis instead of nationaliste, etc. But this lazy form of speech 
also cuts out vowel sounds and throws consonants out the window, resulting in sentences that are 
completely incomprehensible to the uninitiated.  
 The passionate debates that stir Quebecers aren’t limited solely to our political future or 
to the left-right political dichotomy; they also focus on the spoken language. In the 1960s and 
throughout the 1970s, intellectuals and artists clashed over joual, a bastardized pronunciation of 
the word cheval, used to refer to the slangy language embraced by those who sought a language 
for Quebec that was distinct from standard French. However, the opponents of this movement, 
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myself included, believed that the veneration of joual and its recognition as the language of 
Quebec would lead to the creolization of the province. In this regard, joual is a cultural 
regression that leads to the closed-mindedness and clannish withdrawal that come from an 





 At two hundred and thirty-seven kilometres long, Anticosti Island is seventeen times the 
size of the island of Montreal. At its centre are the Vauréal Falls, higher than their famous 
counterparts in Niagara. Its ancient canyons, vertiginous cliffs and evocatively named anses, or 
coves—Anse de la Sauvagesse (Savage Woman’s Cove), Anse à la Vache-qui-pisse (Pissing 
Cow’s Cove), and Anse aux Ivrognes (Drunkards’ Cove)—have captivated everyone who’s ever 
visited the island. 
 Located at the mouth of the Gulf of St. Lawrence and home to just a few hundred people, 
Anticosti Island remains an enigma, and its delightful charms are reserved for the trickle of 
tourists who arrive at Port-Menier, the only port on an island surrounded by powerful, swirling 
currents. Over the centuries, hundreds of ships have foundered on its reefs or run aground on its 
rocky shores. The pristine island was purchased in 1895 by Henri Menier, a wealthy French 
chocolatier who dreamed of turning it into his own personal kingdom.  
 Thanks to the visionary Menier, Anticosti Island became a paradise for rich hunters and 
anglers, and for those less rich but lucky enough to have been extended an invitation over the 
years, such as myself some twenty years ago. I had the great pleasure of casting my rod in the 
Jupiter River (there are two hundred rivers and four hundred lakes and peat bogs on the island), 
where the salmon return to live out their final days in the same place they were born. I caught a 
fifteen-pound salmon after a gruelling battle that lasted almost an hour, which left me exhausted 
but full of admiration for the fighting spirit of that king of fish. When I finally pulled it from the 
water, I couldn’t resist giving it a kiss. As I write this, I can still feel the cold, slimy sensation of 
its head against my lips. It’s one of the most deeply moving fishing experiences I’ve ever had in 
my life. 
 Henri Menier also fished, pulled along in a canoe attached to horses that plodded along 
the river’s edge. Over the years, the chocolatier populated the island with animals shipped over 
from the mainland. Anticosti became home to beavers, moose, red foxes, caribou and 
white-tailed deer, which adapted so well to the environment that they reproduced in droves, the 
only predators being the hunters who pursue their passion for a few weeks each fall during the 
specific periods set out by Quebec’s Ministry of Natural Resources and Wildlife. In fact, 
scientists are now concerned about the overpopulation of deer, whose plant-heavy diet poses a 
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threat to biodiversity. Among other deer-proofing measures, authorities have had to fence off the 
airport runway, where the creatures like to graze. The deer on Anticosti Island have no fear of 
humans, approaching them without hesitation. Only in Kyoto, Japan, in the parks surrounding 
the temples, have I encountered deer as laid-back and carefree. 
 In 1899, Menier, whose excesses even prompted him to strike his own island coins, built 
himself a Scandinavian-style timber mansion worthy of both his fortune and his fantasies. The 
impressive home featured numerous spacious bedrooms, marble bathrooms, spectacular 
fleur-de-lys shaped stained-glass windows, and furniture imported from Norway. The floors were 
covered with luxurious Oriental rugs. One might easily imagine the lord of the manor arriving 
with his courtiers, the women clad in formal gowns against the backdrop of this place—stark, 
untamed, imposing, and just slightly disagreeable owing to the mosquitoes. 
 The businessman died in 1913 after sinking a sizeable portion of his vast fortune into the 
island, which he actually visited only six or seven times. Concerned for the well-being of its few 
inhabitants, he also had a hospital, a school and a handful of hotels built on the island. After 
Henri’s death, his brother, Gaston, heir to the so-called kingdom, sold the island to the 
Wayagamack Pulp and Paper Company, which would become a subsidiary of 
Consolidated-Bathurst a few years later. The fifteen-bedroom mansion was made available to the 
company’s executives to entertain clients and friends. 
 During my first trip to Anticosti, the few remaining elderly residents who’d lived through 
the extravagant Menier era told me, with tears in their eyes and anger in their hearts, about the 
demolition of the mansion in 1953 by Wayagamack. The island’s inhabitants blamed this 
blasphemous act on the fact that the consortium was owned by the English. “They wanted to 
wipe out all traces of anything French here,” I was told by a craggy-faced old man with a 
pronounced accent whose father had worked as the chocolatier’s local intendant. On Anticosti 
Island, the Hundred Years’ War still rages on. 
 Since 1974, the island has belonged to the government of Quebec, which is poised to 
authorize the drilling of test wells in the hopes of eventually discovering enough oil worth 
extracting. This remote paradise, reserved for hard-core nature lovers, fishermen and hunters, 
will no doubt soon become the subject of debates as turbulent as the ocean that holds fast to this 




 Although beer was already a beverage of choice in New France, the arrival of the British 
after the Conquest elevated the tradition to new heights. The first large-scale, modern brewery 
was founded by John Molson in 1786. He named his brew after himself, and Molson, or “Mol,” 
as it’s known in the Québécois vernacular, can still be found on store shelves today. Quebecers 
also managed to make beer—even the variety brewed by the English—a part of their identity. 
When offered a beer one day by a dedicated drinker whom I had the misfortune of declining with 
a “No, thanks, I don’t like the taste,” I was told in no uncertain terms, “Real Quebecers drink 
beer.”  
 Beer is the most popular alcoholic beverage in Quebec—even more popular than wine, 
although Quebecers still consume more wine than other Canadians, and definitely more than 
Americans. Blame it on our French heritage.  
 Beer is appropriate for any occasion, and it’s also associated with fun, flirtation between 
the sexes, and virility in jingles that have become sources of national pride. Advertising 
executive Jacques Bouchard, an expert on what makes Quebecers tick and a pioneer in 
French-language advertising in Quebec—a phenomenon that marked the end of English ads 
dubbed into French—came up with a slogan for Labatt beer in 1975. His jingle became a cult 
favourite, especially since it was sung by singer-songwriter Claude Gauthier, a talented 
troubadour of Quebec independence.  
On est six millions, faut s’parler, 
Dis-moi, dis-moi comment tu t’appelles, 
On est six millions, de presque parents, faut s’parler. 
On est six millions, faut s’parler, 
Du travail de nos mains, de c’qu’on fera demain. 




                                                     
5 We’re six million strong, we need to talk / Tell me, tell me, please, what is your name, / We’re six million strong, like a family, 
we need to talk. / We’re six million strong, we need to talk, / Of our labours and toils, of what tomorrow holds. /We’re six million 




 This jingle was sung by people throughout the province as a sort of national rallying cry 
and an ode to good times. It was just before René Lévesque’s nationalist political party, the Parti 
Québécois, came to power in 1976, and drinking Labatt beer (which was shattering sales records 
at the time) seemed almost like swallowing a little bit of nationalist magic potion.  
 As they have elsewhere, microbreweries have been flourishing for the past few decades 
across Quebec, prompting even the king of 1960s protest songs Robert Charlebois to turn 
businessman by purchasing shares in Unibroue, a Quebec-based brewery founded in 1990. The 
rocker’s name and likeness were a boon to the company’s financial success. Beers were baptized 
L’eau bénite (“Holy Water”), La Maudite (“The Damned”), La Fleurdelisée (for fleur-de-lis, the 
stylized lily that is the emblem of Quebec), and Le don de Dieu (“Gift of God,” also the name of 
explorer Samuel de Champlain’s ship), all references to Quebec’s religious heritage. Other 
microbreweries upped the ante with Le trou du diable (“The Devil’s Hole”) and Dominus 
Vobiscum (Latin for “The Lord be with you”). Despite wanting nothing to do with religion these 
days, Quebecers down these iconic symbols in communion with a distant past. 
 Whereas beer was once a drink reserved for men—respectable ladies sipped dessert 
wines—the generations of women raised on feminism have allowed themselves to be won over 
by the beverage, no doubt in the name of gender equality. They now bend their elbows, bottle in 
hand like the guys, to imbibe the world’s most democratic drink whose effects set heads and 





  The word bleuet has two different meanings. The first refers to the fruit of the blueberry 
plant. In 1870, in the aftermath of major fires that tore through the boreal forest surrounding 
Lac Saint-Jean, blueberry bushes took over the peat bogs and the fruit became a staple of the 
local inhabitants’ diet. Dubbed the “blueberry capital of the world,” the town of 
Dolbeau-Mistassini holds a festival each year in celebration of the small blue fruit.  
 
 Bleuet is also the name given to residents of the Lac Saint-Jean region, who, as 
circumstances would have it, have eaten more than their fair share of blueberries in the past 
century. The citizens of Lac Saint-Jean are people of their word—a proud, blunt, convivial group 
with tremendous pride in their roots. Bleuets have a keen sense of solidarity and are quick to 
band together against the rest of the province. Bleuets are creative people, with a large proportion 
of members of the Quebec-based artists’ union, the Union des artistes, hailing from the region. 
Grouped into communities located along the shores of Lac Saint-Jean, Quebec’s third-largest 
lake at over one million square kilometres, the region’s inhabitants suffer from few complexes. 
Instead, they are imbued with a sense of superiority that can be put down to their resourceful 
nature, their grit and determination as workers, and their unique capacity to tackle obstacles, cut 
off as they are from the province’s major urban centres. To get to the Saguenay–Lac Saint-Jean 
region, one has to drive over two hundred kilometres through the Laurentides wildlife reserve. 
The wild animals that roam the reserve make driving at night a perilous undertaking, and 
collisions with moose and deer are often fatal. In winter, when the snow, wind and freezing rain 
turn the highway into a sheet of ice, overconfident locals have been known to pay for the drive 
with their life. To a one, every family in this region of over two hundred and seventy-five 
thousand inhabitants has a tragic tale of a close family member or a distant relative who has 
perished on the two hundred-kilometre stretch of forest road linking the region to Quebec City. 
The bleuets were immortalized by French writer Louis Hémon in his novel Maria Chapdelaine 
and in the movies it inspired: the first, in 1934, directed by French director Julien Duvivier, and 
starring Madeleine Renaud and Jean Gabin, and the most recent, in 1983, by Quebec filmmaker 
Gilles Carles, starring Carole Laure in the role of Maria. 
  
 The bleuets are divided in their opinion of Hémon’s work, which portrays their ancestors 
as a meek people, ground down by poverty, condemned to work the barren land and chop down 
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trees in the forest. Nevertheless, this rural novel, written by a Frenchman rather than a French 
Canadian, is an accurate snapshot of the spirit of a Quebec people in pursuit of an elusive 
freedom. 
 
 Today’s bleuets, however, fear neither God nor man, and the promise of prosperity is 
what keeps them going. They have a rather inflated opinion of themselves and, at the risk of 
being seen as Quebec’s modern-day Cyranos or Figaros—those literary characters known for 
their larger-than-life, overly confident personalities that nevertheless hide insecurities—they like 
to believe there’s no one else quite like them. Finally, they tend to think that other Quebecers 
speak with an accent and not themselves. Indeed, their dialect, peppered with colourful local 
expressions, is as amusing as it is bewildering, rife with made-up words and expressions that say 
one thing and mean another.  
 
 Natives of Saguenay–Lac Saint-Jean want others to like them better than everyone else in 




Cabane au Canada6 
 It was a long-time dream of mine—to own not just a country home, but an actual log 
cabin like you’d see on a calendar. To be absolutely perfect, this dwelling had to be far from 
civilization: in the middle of the woods, in the back of beyond, hard to get to, on a lake (not 
artificially stocked, but still teeming with fish), and with only the local wildlife for neighbours—
wolves, lynxes, bears, fishers, red and silver and mixed foxes, brown and red sables, minks, 
white ermines, long-tailed weasels. And, of course, those tricky beavers, whose spectacular dams 
play havoc with the water levels in our lakes. 
 I spent years distractedly browsing real estate sites. I’d type “fishing camp” into the 
search engine, enter a nearby region that I figured was about four or five hours’ drive from 
Montreal, cross my fingers and click “Search.” No luck. One day, I typed in “Mauricie,” the 
region surrounding the city of Trois-Rivières, between Montreal and Quebec City on the north 
shore of the St. Lawrence River. To be honest, I’d given up hope, so much so that the houses 
scrolling by on my computer screen barely registered anymore. Then, suddenly, it appeared. It 
was a log cabin just rustic enough to suit my tastes and obviously not a prefab, as most of them 
are nowadays. It was located in the Upper Mauricie region, an hour outside of La Tuque, a pulp 
and paper town once the domain of log drivers and the unlicensed fur traders known as the 
coureurs des bois, or “wood-runners.” Its most famous native is French-Canadian 
singer-songwriter, writer and actor Félix Leclerc, who was born there but moved away at a 
young age. 
 I made the real estate agent describe the property to me down to the tiniest detail and it 
seemed to be exactly what I’d dreamed of. There was no way I was going to drive ten hours 
round-trip to discover a log cabin next to a garage or a corner store. The agent gave me her word 
that this was the perfect log cabin for me.  
 It was a long drive, but the highway between Trois-Rivières and La Tuque follows the 
course of the Saint-Maurice River, a tributary of the St. Lawrence. The further north you travel, 
the more the river meanders and widens out, dark and churning in places, and tamed by small 
sandy beaches in others. In La Tuque, a town reminiscent of the Far West, where there are zero 
tourist attractions and the air is ripe with the emissions from the pulp and paper plant, I met up 
with my agent, a jovial Québécoise accustomed to driving for hours across vast expanses in 
                                                     
6 Traditionally, a log cabin built in the forest, typically on the shores of an isolated lake. 
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search of her next sale—a female coureur des bois, if you will. The last hour of our journey, to 
my astonishment, took us down a paved road—paved because it led to Rapide-Blanc, a major 
hydroelectric generating station made famous in a song by La Bolduc, a popular singer during 
the Great Depression. We made our way onto the bridge that runs along the La Trenche dam, 
spanning the Saint-Maurice River, where you can still see the detritus of the pitounes, the felled 
logs that log drivers would leap-frog between and dance a jig upon as they careened down the 
rivers at break-neck speeds.  
 Finally, we turned off onto a rocky, bumpy dirt road. Then, after twenty-four kilometres, 
the road became a trail. The agent didn’t seem to mind the tree branches clawing at her car doors. 
After four hundred metres, we came to a halt at a gate. The woman handed me the keys. I got out 
to unlock it but still saw no sign of either cabin or lake. I climbed back into the car; we rounded a 
corner and there it was. It was even more beautiful and impressive than in the picture. Hanging 
over the front porch was a carved sign that read Camp des bûcherons, or “Loggers’ Camp,” 
framed by carvings of animal heads and fish. Then, walking around to the front of the house, I 
came upon the lake: still, dark, surrounded by mountains thick with fir and spruce trees.  
 My mind was made up before I even crossed the threshold. From the moment I stepped 
inside, I never again wanted to leave. Animals surveyed me from their mounts on the walls. 
I locked eyes with a lynx, and in his gaze I detected a look of approval.  
 A cabane au Canada, a real log cabin and not one of those hideous suburban bungalows 
that people pick up and transplant in the countryside, is no relaxing getaway for an urbanite 
who’s ignorant of the laws of the forest, the perils of isolation, and the hazards of the extreme 
cold. A city-dweller hasn’t the first clue about how to chop firewood to heat the house, fix a 
broken water pipe, do basic home repairs, mend equipment, boats, motors or CB radios. My log 
cabin was already fully wired, but the pump was drawing water directly from the lake, so I had to 
have a basement dug out, a concrete foundation poured, and a system installed to prevent the 
pipes from freezing and bursting during the winter. At minus forty degrees Celsius, things 
explode. Even ceramic toilet tanks can’t withstand temperatures that cold; I’ve replaced mine 
three times already.  
 I did all the work myself, or had it done, I should say. And in such remote areas, people 
still stick together like they did in the old days. The neighbours, meaning the people five or ten 
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kilometres down the road, are always pleasant and ready to lend a hand, especially during the 
deep-freeze of winter. Late one January afternoon a few years ago, one of my neighbours was 
pinned under his snowmobile after crashing into a tree. Darkness falls quickly during the winter. 
He was alone—not a wise move in the woods in winter—not more than two kilometres from the 
nearest house, with no means of communication and a broken ankle. It started to snow. He was 
found only the next morning. I saw him the next summer; his left leg had been amputated and he 
was in a wheelchair. Winter can be cruel to those who fall under the spell of its snowy silence. 
 Most Quebecers who live in large cities are oblivious to the forest and unfamiliar with the 
northern parts of the province, where you can drive for hundreds of kilometres without seeing 
another living soul. A log cabin is at once familiar and exotic. It’s a link to our ancestors—those 
brave, silent, sometimes reclusive land-clearers who were more comfortable around bears than 
people, and whose rough, hard-working and frugal lives were also enlivened by 
heart-wrenchingly sad rigodons and mélopées, traditional French folk songs and melodies. 
 At my cabin, I fight with the resident mice for supremacy. My terrible phobia of the tiny 
rodents sends me shrieking and scrambling onto chairs. I also share the cabin with squirrels, 
which are in the process of systematically tearing out the chinking between the logs, which 
insulates against the cold and keeps the place cool during the hottest days of July. In my cabin, I 
feel safe from my neighbours, the bears, drawn by the smell of food, especially when the peat 
bogs are empty of fat blueberries.  
 This place, still sheltered from the hustle and bustle of the outside world, is where I came 
to understand the force of the elements—especially in the winter, when the mercury dips to 
minus forty and the sun dazzles but contains no warmth, when the trees creak eerily, and when 
the ice on the lake cracks under your feet in a series of noises that are terrifying to a novice but 
reassuring to those who know that silence can be a sign of the imminent danger of plunging 
through the ice into the inky depths below.  
 The isolation, the inescapable presence of nature, the indescribable joy of logs crackling 
in the fireplace while a blizzard swirls madly outside, and the keen awareness of being a part of 
this wilderness within a cocoon of honey-coloured wood has a powerfully calming effect. A 




Familiar tu form of address (The) 
The systematic use of tu7 has been the norm in Quebec for the past few decades, and its 
use is always striking to any Francophone arriving for the first time in la belle province, or “the 
beautiful province” as Quebec is dubbed, where they’re confronted with choruses of “Sens-toi 
bien à l’aise” or “Tu t’appelles comment?”8 mere hours after first wading into this overwhelming 
sea of Quebec-ness. 
Traditionally, Quebecers used the more formal vous form of address, in the manner of 
French-speaking Europeans. My mother addressed her own parents using the formal vous. When 
I was younger, I referred to all adults as vous, except for my grandmother and close family 
members, who were tu, but I tended to also use vous for great aunts and uncles because of their 
venerable age. Quebec gradually drifted toward the use of tu and toi in the wake of the cultural 
revolution of the 1960s, and the phenomenon truly took hold when teachers began insisting that 
students refer to them as tu and call them by their first names—all based on a philosophy 
inspired by leading-edge educators who postulated that teachers and students were partners in the 
learning process and that the use of the formal vous created a barrier between the two. 
One day, when my son was about thirteen or fourteen, I was called in to a meeting at his 
private secondary school, where the principal informed me that he was causing trouble. You 
never know what to expect with a teenager... “What’s the problem?” I asked, both annoyed and 
concerned.  
“Your son refuses to call the teachers by their first names and refer to them as tu. It’s his 
way of being different. Does he maybe think he’s better than everyone else because you’re 
famous?” 
I couldn’t believe my ears. I’d been called to the principal’s office over a vous. I had to 
explain to the man that I’d raised my son to use the formal form of address with adults, all adults, 
except for a few close family members. “You’re using vous with me right now,” I pointed out to 
the educator, who believed himself to be at the forefront of social equality. 
                                                     
7 “Tu” or “toi” rather than “vous” for the singular subject pronoun “you” is a form of address that is more familiar or intimate, 
used by certain groups and in certain settings.  




“The day that social classes are eradicated is the day vous will fall by the wayside,” he 
replied ironically. 
 Quebec is the land where purportedly “everyone is born equal.” A bright young reader 
once accused me of being arrogant for referring to him as vous in my reply to his email. 
I discovered that he’d been taught in school that vous had a pejorative connotation and was a 
form of condescension. No one had ever told him that the use of vous was polite and respectful. 
 In Quebec, we’re tu-ed by waiters, sales clerks, even civil servants. Young people use tu 
when speaking to their elders, who give it right back to them. 
 Once they’re over the surprise, foreigners and immigrants find the practice endearing, 
exotic even, and embrace it themselves, no doubt as a way of fitting in. Many people are still 
uncomfortable with tu-ing their superiors, but bite the bullet and do it anyway. 
 In recent years, more forward-thinking educators have warned against the overuse of tu, 
which deprives children of the sense of distance between generations necessary to their learning 
and development. In some schools in underprivileged neighbourhoods, the children are now 
vous-ing their teachers as a way of reinforcing the difference between them and adults. Police 
officers, not exempt from this linguistic “democratization” and liberal in their use of tu with 
citizens, changed their tack after police authorities concluded that the powder-keg relationship 
between a repressive officer and a citizen risked being set off by the use of tu. As an official for 
the Montreal police department pointed out at the time, “‘Mange donc de la marde’ rolls off the 
tongue much better than ‘Mangez donc de la marde.’”9 Since then, police officers have been 
ordered to use the formal vous with citizens, on threat of disciplinary action for switching to tu.  
 I still recall French President François Mitterrand’s retort to a socialist activist who dared 
ask, “Camarade, on se tutoie?” (“Comrade, shall we switch to tu?”): a formal “Si vous voulez” 
(“If you wish”) that landed with a deafening thud. 
 Quebecers are more forthright, more familiar and less formally polite than Francophones 
from Europe or Africa, which is also part of their charm. It’s unfortunate, however, that the 
widespread use of tu among the younger generations has supplanted the vous, that marvellous 
nuance of the French language that affords one the option of creating immediate distance from 
                                                     
9 Literally, “eat shit.” Mange is the tu form, whereas mangez is the vous form of the verb manger (to eat). 
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the other person and, more subtly, that allows the adept speaker to choose between one form or 
the other: a more remote tu or a warmer vous.  
 The fact remains that the pervasive use of tu in Quebec has not actually done away with 
social inequalities, in that it doesn’t guarantee respect for others or the absence of discrimination. 
Foreigners shouldn’t assume that by tu-ing them, Quebecers are being naturally friendly or 
benevolent. In short, being greeted with a tu does not necessarily mean that a foreigner is 




Fête nationale (The)10 
 The feast of St. John the Baptist was an event marked for centuries in New France. In 
fact, the first French colonists perpetuated the pre-revolutionary tradition by celebrating the 
extremely popular holiday with large bonfires named for the saint. The Relations des Jésuites 
(The Jesuit Relations), the annual chronicles of the Jesuit missions in New France, contain 
references to celebrations in Quebec City as early as 1636, organized by then-governor, Charles 
de Montmagny.  
 The tradition of the Fête nationale parade, which continued until the Quiet Revolution in 
the 1960s, began in 1842, as an opportunity for Canadiens, as they were known at the time, to 
manifest their deep religious convictions. In 1908, Pope Pius X officially declared John the 
Baptist the patron saint of French Canadians. 
 Prior to the Quiet Revolution, it was a holiday during which Church and State stood 
shoulder to shoulder as part of the traditional procession in Montreal. As a child, I loved that 
parade—for the marching bands, but especially for the last float that marked the end of the event. 
It was always the most ornate and the most highly anticipated of all the floats. On a throne of 
blue and white reminiscent of the colours of the Quebec flag sat St. John the Baptist, played by a 
little boy with a halo of curly blond hair, smiling beatifically. A tiny white lamb, fleece as curly 
as young John’s hair, lay at his feet. This tableau was the climax of a day dedicated to the 
expression of both religious and patriotic zeal. 
  For decades, no one took exception to the procession, which was in essence a reflection 
of Quebec itself: docile, inward-looking, a good-natured and pious child. A small group of artists 
and intellectuals criticized the display of over-the-top, religious, right-wing nationalism, for 
which they were relegated to the margins of society, where they were happy to revel. 
 It was only during the years of Quebec’s awakening that the winds of change would 
transform the holiday into a day of national self-affirmation.  
 The new, more combative and socially progressive brand of nationalism was solidified 
with the creation of the Rassemblement pour l’indépendance nationale, or the Rally for National 
Independence. The movement attracted a younger, idealistic, rowdy generation fuelled by 
                                                     
10 National holiday of Quebec, celebrated annually on June 24. 
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anticlericalism and a hatred of the parade glorifying the little blond boy and his sheep, which 
many said was symbolic of the docile French Canadians. In 1965, the boy and his lamb were 
retired, replaced with a three-metre-tall statue of a sullen-looking adult John the Baptist bringing 
up the rear of the parade, to the dismay of the more nostalgic spectators. 
 In 1968, St. John the Baptist’s Day ended in a riot following the decision by Pierre Elliott 
Trudeau, the flamboyant antagonist of sovereigntists, to watch the parade from the grandstand 
with other lay and religious dignitaries in attendance. A group of agitators looking to pick a fight 
with Trudeau heckled him with chants of “Trudeau the Traitor” and other names. Bottles, rocks 
and other dangerous objects were hurled in the direction of the future Prime Minister of Canada, 
who, as it happened, would be elected to office the very next day. Panic-stricken officials fled 
the stands while Trudeau remained in his seat, refusing to leave, dodging the objects raining 
down around him. Once the shock wore off, police charged into the enormous crowd and the 
national holiday erupted into a full-scale riot. 
 The following year, demonstrators attacked the giant statue of John the Baptist, toppling 
it to the ground amidst celebratory shouting. I witnessed the saint’s death by decapitation, even 
picking up one of his plaster fingers as a souvenir of that iconoclastic time in a Quebec marching 
toward its own identity. 
 Over the past few decades, the Fête nationale has evolved to reflect prevailing tastes and 
trends. 
 There have been electrifying June the 24th parties on the Plains of Abraham in Quebec 
City and on Mount Royal in Montreal, with performances by legendary contemporary Quebec 
musicians, including Félix Leclerc, Gilles Vigneault, Claude Léveillée, Claude Dubois, Diane 
Dufresne, Robert Charlebois, Paul Piché, Ginette Reno, and of course Céline Dion. Other, more 
intimate national holiday celebrations now take place in neighbourhoods throughout Montreal, 
where Quebecers of all backgrounds mix and mingle, a reflection of our changing society. The 
flag of Quebec, called the fleurdelisé for the four fleurs-de-lys or lilies that adorn it, may flap in 
the breeze, but the traditional Québécois tunes are now facing competition from songs sung in 
English, a heresy to those who know that without constant vigilance the battle for the French 
language could be lost. Now celebrated by all of the province’s minority cultural groups, the 
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 The word joual is a bastardized pronunciation of cheval, the French word for horse. Joual 
has become the term used to describe the spoken language of Quebec, which Brother Jean-Paul 
Desbiens, known as Brother Anonymous, harshly criticized in his book Les Insolences du frère 
Untel (The Impertinences of Brother Anonymous), published over fifty years ago now. The brave 
brother attacked the borderline-creole language, which he believed was holding back the cultural 
evolution of Quebec society.  
 I grew up in a family where joual was the lingua franca. On my mother’s side, my 
favourite aunts and my grandmother all spoke this mix of archaic expressions, curse words, 
sentence fragments and anglicisms. To me, it was a highly emotional language that my mother 
warned me against speaking, associating it with ignorance and stupidity, hence the diction 
classes she enrolled me in starting when I was just three and a half years old.  
 Joual reached its zenith, so to speak, in the 1960s, when the staunchly nationalist artists 
and intellectuals of the time transformed it into a political symbol of Quebec’s identity. 
Completely nonsensical to anyone outside of Quebec, the language was elevated to almost 
religious status, becoming the lynchpin of the redefinition of Quebec’s identity. Supporters of 
joual called for a break with the French cultural colonialism that plagued Quebec’s Old Guard.  
 The subject of heated debates, joual divided people into two camps. Even linguists 
couldn’t agree, with some who would today be considered fundamentalists stating that joual was 
the language of Quebec, free from the yoke of the French language. Some of the most talented 
writers seized upon, or rather appropriated, the language, and the 1970s were a time of artistic 
production in joual, on Quebec’s stages and in television series.  
 I have a personal anecdote that illustrates the striking effect of joual in the theatre. I’d 
invited my favourite aunt, a lifelong garment factory worker who toiled eight hours a day ironing 
fabric pieces with a two-kilogram steam iron, to a performance of the play Les Belles-soeurs, by 
Michel Tremblay. My aunt invited a friend who, like herself, spoke joual, but sprinkled with a 
hefty dose of ear-curdling curse words—to her, everything was décocrissé, people were hosties 
toastées, and when the spirit moved her, a good tabarnaque would serve just fine.11 
                                                     
11 These curse words correspond approximately to “fucked up,” “fucking morons,” and “shit” in English. 
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 The two women were delighted to be attending the theatre, a hallowed place that they 
associated with the upper class. 
 By the time the curtain fell, the friends were completely scandalized. “That kind of 
moronic talk is disgusting. The guy who wrote that is a son of a bitch.” They simply couldn’t 
abide having their own language reflected back at them by the characters on the stage. So, in 
joual, they expressed their outrage at that selfsame language recreated by our most famous 
playwright, the brilliant Michel Tremblay. 
 While the debates about joual have died down, there’s still an aversion, even among the 
cultural elite, to speaking an elevated level of language with a less pronounced accent. In 
Quebec, I’m frequently told, “You must’ve been born in France,” simply because I speak more 
eloquently and enunciate more clearly than the average Quebecer. In France, however, I’m very 
often met with disappointment: “It’s a shame you don’t have the accent,” to which I reply, “If 
you’re nice to me, maybe I’ll do it for you.” But I never rise to the bait; as an intellectual, 
I refuse to be neatly packaged into their box labelled “Country bumpkin.” Because, despite 
making some progress by shrugging off chauvinism and a glamourized form of cultural 
imperialism, the Parisian intelligentsia continue to scorn or mock the way Quebecers speak. “If 
you hadn’t sworn that that producer, your fellow Quebecer, was an educated and cultured man, 
I’d have said he was an ignorant fool because of the way he talks,” a friend—and resident of the 
Saint-Germain-des-Prés district of Paris—once admitted to me. 
 But, joual does have its uses. It’s even come in handy in France for conducting 
conversations with fellow Quebecers meant to confound the French—sweet revenge for the 
countless times I had to listen to them complain about how they couldn’t understand a word we 




Legendary teaching brothers (The) 
 Up until the 1960s, all French-Canadian families of modest means gave sons to the 
Church. The recruitment campaigns took place mainly in the countryside, and many farmers 
were happy and proud to be the parents of a brother. Happy, because it meant one less mouth to 
feed for a large family, and proud, because having a son who joined a religious community, even 
as a brother, had long been considered a step up the social ladder. 
 Like many nuns, brothers were given the basic training needed to teach primary and 
secondary school. The Christian Brothers, the Marist Brothers and the Brothers of the Sacred 
Heart, had no trouble recruiting new members, with young candidates being singled out in their 
late teens. Their training, less extensive than that of priests, prepared them to teach boys from 
poorer areas how to read, write and express themselves with a minimum of mistakes. The 
brothers were always low in the pecking order. Unable to be ordained as priests, these devout 
men, like the nuns, were to some extent under the thumb of the all-powerful clerics. Becoming a 
brother was a sign of a humble upbringing, whereas joining the priesthood meant taking a step 
closer to the middle class. So, it came as no surprise during the Quiet Revolution when brothers 
left their communities in droves to accept teaching positions, lured by a salary and the prospect 
of finding a wife and starting a family.  
 Quebecers thrive on the shocking stories of the things that took place in the schools run 
by the brothers. Quite obviously, these men, who entered the brotherhood at seventeen or 
eighteen years old, received no sex education other than warnings against that national 
obsession: the sins of the flesh. It was many a Baby Boomer who, as a teenager, received the 
“Golden Wrist Award” at the end of the year, handed out by “Brother Wanker.” Jokes like this 
one made the rounds until the religious communities found themselves bled dry from a gradual 
depletion of their ranks and a lack of new candidates. 
 However, just below the surface of these tasteless jokes lurked a more disturbing reality. 
As in so many Catholic societies, these schools, along with the ones run by the priests, were a 
hunting ground for sexual predators. Having never been around women other than their mothers 
and sisters, since primary and secondary schools only became mixed-gender in Quebec in the 
1960s, these naïve young men entering a religious order in the prime of their life were too often 
left to their own devices in dealing with their sexual impulses. Many of them satisfied their 
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desires with the young boys under their moral, spiritual and intellectual authority. In recent 
years, former victims have come forward and, under legal or out-of-court settlements, certain 
communities have paid tens of millions of dollars in “damages,” that euphemistic term used to 
describe the often repeated rape of terrified, ashamed, disgusted young boys trapped in a silent 
prison whose destructive effects linger long into adulthood. 
 Quebecers, who crave transparency, are no longer afraid to “call a spade a spade,” to 
speak out against intolerable situations, and to denounce the guilty parties. But even despite the 
abuses perpetrated by too many of them, the teaching brothers succeeded in bringing education 
to very poor communities where learning was not a priority. They also had a hand in teaching 
boys in public schools. But it was the spectacular acts of one of these men, Jean-Paul Desbiens, a 
Marist Brother, that turned him into an intellectual icon for them. 
 In 1960, Desbiens, or Brother Pierre-Jérôme, anonymously penned a scathing attack as 
brilliant as it was controversial: Les Insolences du frère Untel (The Impertinences of Brother 
Anonymous). In his hard-hitting book, the young, highly educated author described the failure of 
the education system, reserving special criticism for joual, a bastardized pronunciation of cheval, 
the French word for horse, which he characterized as a boneless tongue spoken by a servile race 
and which he claimed symbolized our collective ignorance. 
 His tract, which sold over one hundred thousand copies, had a bombshell effect in 
Quebec. “Our pupils speak joual because they think joual, and they think joual because they live 
joual. [...] All our civilization is joual. Efforts on the level of language don’t accomplish 
anything [...],”12 the brother wrote. The consequences were severe for Brother Desbiens, who 
had underestimated the impact of his publication. His community exiled him to Switzerland the 
following year, where he studied philosophy and theology. Although hard-headed, Brother 
Desbiens was nevertheless respectful of his vows and in no way sought to make waves among 
the Marist Brothers. He would remain a member of the order for the rest of his life. Upon his 
return to Quebec in 1964, he joined the Ministry of Education, where he became one of the 
architects of education reform. He then moved on to the prestigious position of editorialist at the 
La Presse newspaper in Montreal but would never feel at home in the media world, which he left 
behind without regret to become a school principal and a sardonic observer of the Quebec that 
caused him so much suffering. Jean-Paul Desbiens’ censure of the crass ignorance of his fellow 
                                                     
12 Desbiens, 1962. [My translation.] 
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citizens would pave the way to an endless debate about language, which reached its apex in the 
late 1960s with numerous writers and intellectuals claiming joual as an identity and a language 
separate from French. A fiercely intelligent lone wolf, Desbiens died a bitter man, overcome by 
the feeling that the Quiet Revolution had failed and that the battle to defend and represent the 
French language had been lost. In the end, the man who had been so vocal about the virtues of 
culture and respect for language quite ironically succumbed to respiratory failure. 
 Another brother, this one illiterate and much more unassuming, reached the pinnacle of 
glory when he was canonized by Pope Benedict XVI in 2010. Brother André, born Alfred 
Bessette in 1845, doorman at Montreal’s Notre-Dame College, owned at the time by the Holy 
Cross Brothers, is credited with a number of healings, and for decades his purported gift drew the 
sick and ailing by the thousands to the door of his school. In 1914, his community decided to 
build a basilica modeled after Sacré-Coeur in the Montmartre district of Paris; it was completed 
in 1956. Baptized Saint Joseph’s Oratory, in honour of the little brother’s devotion to Mary’s 
husband, the basilica has gone on to become a tourist attraction for millions of visitors from 
across Canada, the United States and South America. 
 After her father died, one of my favourite aunts went to see Brother André in the 1930s 
(he died in 1937) for her debilitating asthma attacks. My aunt, a non-believer by nature, heeded 
the brother’s advice when he suggested that she leave her wedding ring at the feet of the statue of 
St. Philomena in her parish church. Several years later, the church was officially stripped of its 
name when Philomena’s status as a martyr was called into question. In 1961, the saint was 
stricken from the liturgical calendar. By then a sceptical Catholic, my aunt, swept up in the tide 
that had begun turning against the Catholic Church, came to deeply regret parting with her 
wedding ring and declared that she no longer believed in Brother André. Over the years, she’d 
come to realize that alcohol did wonders for her asthma, and it was with no regrets that she 




Quiet Revolution (The) 
 It’s quite ironic that the first person to use the expression that would come to refer to the 
brutal break with the past that reshaped Quebec society in the 1960s and 1970s was a journalist 
from the Toronto daily The Globe and Mail. This English-Canadian observer with a finger on the 
pulse of contemporary Quebec perfectly captured the essence of the movement when he named it 
“the Quiet Revolution.” 
 More than fifty years later, Quebec intellectuals are still far from unanimous about their 
interpretations of the great upheaval that took place in the province, set in motion by the election 
of the Liberal Party in 1960. One of the most distinguished among them, cultural sociologist and 
professor at Laval University in Quebec City Fernand Dumont (1927-1997) devoted part of his 
academic career to understanding the lethargy and turbulence of the tightly knit Quebec society. 
As one of the architects of Bill 101, which declared French as the sole official language of 
Quebec in 1977, Dumont never fell into the trap of ideology. His dedication to the cause of 
sovereignty didn’t prevent him from maintaining a critical distance from the radical and swift 
changes rocking the entire province. In 1971, in La Vigile du Québec, Dumont wrote: “From a 
long history described using that dangerous word ‘miraculous,’ it would seem that we awoke as 
though from a long slumber. Refreshed and energized like no other people in the Western world 
and haunted by the many dreams of a long night, we wasted no time in sweeping out the house 
and getting on with our business. That was the extraordinary day the dawn broke on the Quiet 
Revolution.”13 
 The Quiet Revolution was my twentieth birthday present. Every day was more 
intoxicating than the one before, with our dreams coming true before we’d even had time to 
dream them. In the heady aftermath of the collapse of the Church, I wrote an editorial in the 
Quartier latin, the student newspaper at the University of Montreal, demanding that our student 
association no longer be forced to pay half of the chaplain’s salary (the other half was paid by the 
university). Two days later, to the amazement of myself and my comrades in arms, the student 
association passed a motion that was enthusiastically upheld by a majority of its council. We’d 
lobbed that particular grenade assuming it would tick quietly for the next few years. Instead, it 
set off an instant revolution. A week later, I was summoned by Cardinal Paul-Émile Léger, 
Archbishop of Montreal, who greeted me from his throne, decked out in his splendid red 
                                                     
13 My translation. 
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vestments. He stretched out his ring for me to kiss, but I declined. “You’re breaking my father’s 
heart,” he told me in a voice filled with sadness and emotion rather than reproach. Defiantly, but 
politely, I explained to His Eminence our vision of a society freed from the yoke of the clergy. 
After a half-hour of talking at cross-purposes, he dismissed me, this time extending his hand for 
me to shake. That’s what things were like during that crazy time, the consequences of which no 
would have imagined at the time. 
 In the space of a few years, we went from being a culture subjugated by religion to a 
welfare state, with one of the major changes involving the creation of entirely new state-run 
institutions that met the objective of social justice advocated by the Liberal Party, led by the 
aptly named Jean Lesage.14 The people enthusiastically greeted the creation of a Ministry of 
Education and a Ministry of Culture, as well as the implementation of a modern public service, 
free of the political influence exerted under the paternalistic government of Maurice Duplessis. 
In hindsight, several analysts would say that the groundwork was being laid for the future 
technocratization of Quebec. Professor Gilles Paquet of the University of Ottawa went to great 
lengths to try to demystify the Quiet Revolution, which, in the wake of our messianic Catholic 
culture, was framed as a collective resurrection. In his book Oublier la Révolution Tranquille, 
published in 1999 by Éditions Liber, Paquet asserted that by making the State the driver of 
progress in all sectors of activity, the Quiet Revolution had had highly negative effects on the 
growth of the economy and even on progress itself.  
 While intellectuals disagree on how to interpret the Quiet Revolution, prominent Quebec 
sociologist, philosopher, theologian and poet Fernand Dumont was the one to most accurately 
diagnose the deep tremors rocking the foundations of the institutions that formed the pillars of a 
society culturally distinct from the rest of the continent. 
 Truth be told, Quebec had already begun its foray into the modern era with 
industrialization and the resulting phenomenon of urbanization. Never to be forgotten, the 
traditional values that had always sustained the people of Quebec—rural values that protected 
Quebec’s identity built at the time on language and faith—were destroyed. One day, at a 
UNESCO conference, I ran into the great sociologist Elihu Katz. As I was explaining to him the 
challenges that Quebec was facing in the wake of its break from religion, I was struck by his 
off-the-cuff response: “But, now you’re left with only half your identity.” Fernand Dumont, who 
                                                     
14 Le sage means “the wise one” in English. 
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also had a doctorate in theology, expressed concern in his writings about this sense of 
forlornness. Because, in some ways, were we not witnessing our cultural foundations being sold 
off, piece by piece, at bargain basement prices?  
 How, then, was it possible, in the ensuing frenzy, to replace secular values which, up 
until that point, had been translated into a coherent cultural discourse? Of course, in the quest for 
modernity, traditional values are always called into question. And not without some bumps along 
the way, as we well know. But, in Quebec, where we lack the rich and storied history of the old 
European countries, it’s impossible to recreate a new collective memory, new myths and new 
milestones in just a few decades. In that sense, there’s a steep price to be paid for our repeated 
ruptures over the course of several noisy, exhilarating, but disturbing decades, when change itself 
was the only constant in Quebec. In the former society, a sense of solidarity bound the citizens to 
their institutions: the Church, the family unit, the local parish, the school, and what they referred 
to as the nation. Politically, Quebec was divided along party lines between the Union Nationale 
and the Liberal Party, both nationalist leaning, contributing to a feeling of solidarity. 
Neo-nationalism, which emerged after 1960, was part of a broader, more progressive movement, 
stripped of the defensive and inclusive traditions characteristic of the old Quebec. Nationalism 
took on a radical bent and new political parties like the Parti Québécois competed for Quebecers’ 
allegiance. At the same time, the prevailing climate in the Western hemisphere was ripe for the 
emergence of individualism and self-reliance, eventually leading to the implosion of the 
collective society that had existed up to that point in Quebec.  
 Our way of processing this revolution was to gradually elevate it to mythical status and to 
view everything it had achieved as sacred. How could we go about divorcing ourselves from 
religion when secularism was such a completely foreign concept with no ties whatsoever to our 
identity? 
 While Quebec has finally been exorcised of its old demons, it remains inhabited by 
shadows and voids crying out to be filled. To this day, our identity is a key point of all social 
debates and, in that sense, the Quiet Revolution is intricately tied to the memory of a Quebec 




 Gabrielle Roy was awarded the Prix Femina, a French literary prize, in 1947 for her 
novel Bonheur d’occasion (The Tin Flute), a Canadian literary classic set in a working-class 
neighbourhood of Montreal, in which the author paints a realistic, but not unkind, portrait of the 
“little people”—poor, ignorant, humble, but also vividly alive. She is unquestionably the most 
accomplished writer in the French-Canadian literary world. She was a French Canadian and not a 
Quebecer, born in 1909 in St-Boniface, a Francophone enclave of Winnipeg, Manitoba, which 
has since been virtually swallowed up by that same city.  
 Acclaimed throughout Canada and translated into several languages, her collection of 
works is sadly underrated, or even completely unknown, in France. Yet, Gabrielle Roy remains 
one of the greatest writers of the French language—a language that she molded, polished, 
showcased and venerated like all other Francophones who stand in solidarity with her. 
 Before turning her hand to writing, Gabrielle Roy worked as a teacher in remote rural 
schools, an experience that would later inspire elegantly written novels steeped in silence, 
humility and restrained passion, such as La Petite Poule d’Eau and Ces enfants de ma vie 
(translated into English as Where Nests the Water Hen and Children of My Heart). In 1937, 
Europe beckoned and Gabrielle Roy, despite the protests of her loved ones, quit her job and left 
Canada to travel to England and France. However, her trip was cut short by the imminent 
outbreak of the Second World War. 
 Upon her return, she settled in Montreal, where she earned a living as a freelance 
journalist. But her path had already been carved out. The two years she spent in Europe solidified 
her desire to write. And her decision to live in Quebec wasn’t a random one. To some extent, she 
was returning to the fold, to the place where the majority of French Canadians lived. In her 
autobiography, La Détresse et l’Enchantement (translated into English as Enchantment and 
Sorrow: The Autobiography of Gabrielle Roy), published one year after her death, she wrote: 
“When did it first dawn on me that I was one of those people destined to be treated as inferiors in 
their own country? I don’t think it was during any of the frequent forays that Maman and I made 
to Winnipeg, leaving our little French city of St-Boniface and crossing the Red River by the 
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Provencher Bridge. It would be easy to suppose so, since our capital city never really received us 
otherwise than as foreigners [...].”15  
 As I was reading Enchantment and Sorrow, one of the only books that I’ve ever reread 
three times, I was astonished to realize that I’d experienced exactly the same shock during my 
first trip to Paris and London that Gabrielle Roy had felt twenty-five years earlier. In her 
autobiography, the author describes the feeling of familiarity she encountered in London, where 
everything from the architecture to the culture and the polite interactions of the people felt 
completely familiar to her. It was when she arrived in France, despite the common language, that 
she felt completely out of her element. In my case, this realization saddened me because I 
understood that it meant the British cultural influence had shaped our way of being. I remember 
walking into a bakery in Oxford and being delighted to discover all the cakes that I’d loved as a 
child and that I prefer to French pastries. Cakes and cream puffs are cultural markers that keep 
me anchored to my Anglo-Saxon surroundings. By virtue of her Manitoba birth, Gabrielle Roy 
was more conscious that a part of her was strongly shaped by her Franco-Manitoban and 
Anglo-Saxon heritage. As for me, this truth was difficult to swallow given how much the 
motherland should have felt like home. 
 Gabrielle Roy later moved to Quebec City, but withdrew from the public eye. She made 
her home in the Charlevoix region, on the banks of the St. Lawrence River, in the quiet village of 
Petite-Rivière-Saint-François. The breathtaking hamlet was home to artists and ordinary people 
with whom she forged friendships as she continued to practise her craft. Constantly sought after, 
she wasn’t a recluse but she chose to keep mostly to herself, far from the gawkers seeking a 
piece of her fame.  
 Gabrielle Roy brought to French-language literature a fresh, sweeping perspective 
reflective of her inner landscape. Through her writing, her characters were brought to life; 
readers fell in love with them, identified with them, and embraced them. She also represents one 
of the biggest disappointments of my career as a journalist. She detested giving televised 
interviews, granting them only rarely to a few close friends who didn’t work in broadcasting for 
a living. Yet, I’ll still admit that not only do I love her deeply as a writer, I also admire her for 
spending her whole life above the literary fray, alone in front of her blank page.  
                                                     
15 Roy, 1987. Enchantment and Sorrow: The Autobiography of Gabrielle Roy, page xv.  
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 In Enchantment and Sorrow, she also wrote: “My books have taken a lot of time that I 
might have given to friendship, love—to obligations of the heart. But friendship, love, personal 
obligations have also taken a lot of time that I might have given to my books. The result is that 
neither my books nor my life is well pleased with me these days.”16  
  
                                                     




 Quebecers take pride in eating better than their English Canadian counterparts. They 
spend more money on food, drink more wine and go out to restaurants on a regular basis. And 
they don’t turn their noses up at fast food, particularly of the ethnic variety. 
 Quebec’s traditional cuisine, the food served up at family dinners, has been shaped by the 
province’s harsh climate. Quebecers like their meals heavy and fattening. Vegetables have long 
been shunned, except by practitioners of vegetarianism, a phenomenon that’s recently become 
trendy. When I was a child, our vegetable repertoire consisted of potatoes—boiled, mashed, or 
fried—carrots, turnips, and canned peas and corn. As an older teen, I was introduced to 
asparagus, artichokes and cauliflower at the homes of my middle-class friends. My mother didn’t 
cook. We ate a type of homemade stew made with ground beef and boiled potatoes, with a can of 
tomatoes thrown in—a concoction that swam in our plates. On Sundays, happiness came in the 
form of roast chicken, a real treat that we devoured with rice and canned mushrooms. My mother 
became an accomplished cook later on, after we kids had all grown up and left home. “Why are 
you such a good cook now?” I asked her one day. “Because I don’t have to cook for anyone 
anymore,” she replied. 
 The traditional recipes of Quebec are passed down from generation to generation of 
women. Nowadays, they can be found in the kitchens of our grandmothers. Meat, chicken and 
salmon pies, pork hock and meatball stew, pâté chinois, pea soup, Christmas turkey and Easter 
ham, along with their regional variants, make up the bulk of this cuisine, originally meant to feed 
manual labourers.  
 Pâté chinois, decreed the national dish of Quebec in 2007 following a public survey, is a 
dish of unknown origins. Inspired by the British shepherd’s pie and the French hachis 
parmentier, a dish made with mashed potato, minced meat and onion gravy, it’s definitely 
something that tastes better the next day than straight out of the oven. It’s made with a mixture of 
ground beef seasoned with savory, mashed potatoes, and canned creamed corn. The trick to a 
great pâté chinois is the proper layering of the ingredients: the beef on the bottom of the dish, 
smothered with a thick layer of creamed corn, topped with mashed potatoes, dotted with several 
knobs of butter, and browned under the broiler. It’s eaten with ketchup or any number of other 
ways particular to each family. It’s a comfort food that brings back happy memories of childhood 
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and leaves one with a satisfyingly full belly. Pâté chinois has become a part of the Quebec 
identity. Personally, it’s the first thing I whip up whenever I get home from a long trip. It 
instantly reminds me I’m back in Quebec. 
 Pork hock and meatball stew is not a warm weather dish. The pork hocks are first boiled 
and the meat is stripped from the bones. Then, the meatballs, previously fried in butter, are left to 
simmer in the broth with the pork for several hours. The secret to this recipe is in the spices. 
Personally, I enjoy the flavours of cinnamon and ginger, which I add liberally, ignoring the 
suggested quantities in the recipes. My friends all rave about my stew, but I refuse to share this 
spicy secret with them. The trick to the gravy is first browning the flour in a cast-iron skillet. 
These days, pork hock and meatball stew is only eaten at home, prepared by grandmothers or 
great aunts, and is rarely seen on restaurant menus. 
 A calorie nightmare, traditional Quebec cuisine is hazardous to the health of sedentary 
city dwellers and fitness buffs. It also takes a very long time to digest and transports us back to 
the days of the lumberjacks, log drivers and manual labourers. It’s a cuisine that also demands to 
be accompanied by desserts that won’t disappoint. These include pouding chômeur, literally, 
“unemployed man’s” or “poor man’s” pudding, a white cake soaked in a thick syrup, which the 
poor made with brown sugar, and the more fortunate, who were generally not unemployed, with 
maple syrup; pies made from apples, seasonal fruits, raisins soaked in maple syrup, and tarte à la 
farlouche, made with equal parts molasses and brown sugar, a pie so sweet that one slice too 
many will give you the jitters; three-layer cakes and English-style white or chocolate cakes 
dripping with vanilla, chocolate or cherry frosting. A favourite cake, despite its name, which 
brings to mind the Conquest, is the Reine Élizabeth, or Queen Elizabeth cake, a white cake 
enhanced with dates, walnuts and candied fruit, and topped with mounds of coconut flakes. 
Many Quebecers wash down their Queen Elizabeth cake with tall glasses of milk, happy to 
forget their nationalism for a moment. 
 It makes me sad to see this cuisine vilified by today’s foodies, who shun dishes high in 
fat and sugar or served with gravy or sauce of any kind. But, thankfully, a new generation of 
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